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ABSTRACT 
Sarah Anne Kuczynski: Contentment and Its Discontents 
(Under the direction of Eliza Richards) 
Within American society, the value attached to aspirational striving renders contentment 
an under-appreciated form of satisfaction. Contentment, for the purposes of my project, describes 
a a sense of sufficiency that falls short of any optimal state of satiation. Produced by the decision 
to settle for what is presently available or accessible via a path of less resistance, contentment 
signals a turn away from the redemptive potential of individual striving and a decision. 
“Contentment and Its Discontents” reveals that American literary studies—despite its reputation 
for bold, contrarian stances—shares the traditional, negative view of contentment and 
overwhelmingly affirms the good of striving in its interpretive work. I argue that this normative 
commitment to aspirational striving has left the field ill-equipped to deal with a wide range of 
phenomena that are relevant to the present-day including the search for personal value in the 
wake of an erosion of meritocracy, the preferencing of familiar attachments over alternatives that 
would require radical change, and the attention to reigning in overextension to combat the 
exhaustion of burnout. This dissertation argues for an appreciation of contentment as a corrective 
for the field of American literary studies against the backdrop of ongoing methodological 
debates about the tired nature of current reading practices, with their emphasis on suspicion and 
dissent. My approach hinges on a return to the postbellum period in American literature to 
uncover a counter-narrative in which contentment exists as a legitimate response to a growing 
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sense that aspirational striving was not yielding the desired results for individuals and society 
more broadly. Specifically, I surface the divergent values, motivations, and preferences that 
contentment discloses through engagement with Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron 
Ware (1896), Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and “The Beast in the Jungle” 
(1900), Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” (1894) and the poetry and fiction of Alice 
Dunbar-Nelson. With the help of recent social philosophical work on preference formation, I 
make the case that American literary studies stands to benefit from adopting a stance of respect 
and intellectual curiosity toward contentment as an alternative to aspirational striving. 
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INTRODUCTION: CONTENTMENT AS A LITERARY CRITICAL CONCEPT 
Surprisingly, for all its claims to radically expansive conceptions of agency, literary 
studies as a field consistently affirms the normative good of striving. Literary scholars typically 
respond to displays of contentment in a negative fashion. Indeed, contentment is condemned in 
seemingly inappropriate places, such as amid the introductory pages of a recent volume of essays 
defending the concept of well-being as a topic for literary study. For example, the editors of the 
The Eudamonic Turn: Well-Being in Literary Studies (2012) go out of their way to distance 
themselves from “a kind of happiness that values comfort, ease, and security over all” (Pawelski 
and Moores 18). In a supremely odd moment in the introduction, this pair of scholars invokes 
Nietzsche’s contentious veneration of the übermensch as a reminder that “more important than 
ease through the avoidance of suffering is greatness through the affirmation of suffering and the 
overcoming of obstacles” (18)! Anecdotal experience indicates that contentment fairs equally 
poorly in the classroom. In the graduate seminar as well as in undergraduate-level instructional 
settings, content characters tend to become fodder for frustration, disbelief, or self-gratifying 
pathos among a group of individuals whose existence in the classroom necessarily weds them to 
a belief in the righteousness of striving to improve one’s situation.  
Derived from the Latin denotation for something “contained, limited, [or] restrained,” 
“contentment” for the purposes of my project describes the state of being satisfied with what 
appears to be less than appropriate, when viewed from the standpoint of dominant cultural norms 
of what counts as adequate (“content,” adj. 2).1 Although, in the twenty-first century, there exists 
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a tendency to mentally lump this nuanced form of satisfaction together with a more traditional 
definition of happiness, dictionary evidence and historical usage make clear that to “content” 
oneself with something is to experience less than ideal fulfillment as the result of accepting a 
circumscribed horizon of possibilities.2 As such, contentment is often associated with the sense 
of satisfaction that is produced by settling for less or taking the path of least resistance. Indeed, 
the term, in its precise sense, describes a sense of sufficiency that falls short of any optimal state 
of satiation: contentment is a more muted type of satisfaction that is produced when one demurs 
from pursuing alternatives that might bring more satisfaction in the future and signals an 
appreciation of what is presently available.   
 Within the United States of America, contentment has long functioned as the conceptual 
opposite of ambition, especially as the latter pertains to the aspirational pursuit of improved 
social status or material circumstances.3 This makes sense because contentment’s literal 
antonym, discontent, implies “the fact or condition of being dissatisfied with one’s 
circumstances” and specifically takes on the connotation of a “general dissatisfaction with 
existing social or political conditions” that often motivates individuals to strive for something 
more or better than what is currently available but deemed insufficient (“discontent, 2a). Where 
the trajectory of an individual life is concerned, contentment often demarcates a suspension of 
striving for an improved, imagined future and communicates, instead, a decision to “rest satisfied 
(in the sphere of action)” (“content,” v. 1a. and 3, respectively). In this way, contentment is a 
determination that what is near at hand will do for the present moment; it is, therefore, divorced 
from dependency on the arrival of a future bearing better wares in a manner that serves to 
distinguish it from potential-oriented forms of satisfaction (e.g. the fulfillment experienced upon 
the realization of one’s aspirations). This does not mean, however, that the acceptance of 
        
	
	 2	
circumstances as good-enough-for-the-time-being occurs either spontaneously or immediately. 
In fact, as the original readings in this dissertation make clear, contentment is often achieved via 
a type of cognitive labor where the subject works to adjust to (rather than alter) his or her 
circumstances and draws from a value system that cannot easily be reconciled with dominant 
cultural expectations.4 This work of adjustment discloses another important quality of 
contentment, namely, that contentment is always a provisional state: an acceptance that is far 
from finalized and, thus, may be renegotiated—or abandoned completely—in the wake of 
reversals of fortune or chance.   
 Central to this project’s undertaking is the understanding that contentment is not a state of 
being for which the American academy has much respect. Put differently, this project operates 
from a place of recognition that, at least in the way they approach characters and moralize about 
fictional lives and even entire oeuvres, many literary scholars share an understanding that 
contentment is neither a natural nor a morally appropriate response to life’s circumstances. 
Whereas trying and failing is a brave act that is understood as consciously chosen, settling and 
acquiescence are, by contrast, typically evacuated of meaningful agency within dominant 
interpretive communities. Through the Marxist-lens, for instance, contentment reads as the 
product of “false consciousness”—the mark of individuals in thrall to ideological forces beyond 
their control.5 Here, contentment becomes an inadequate substitute for full subjectivity and 
critical accounts direct their energies toward identifying (and then critiquing) the external forces 
at play (e.g. structural inequality, consumer capitalism, or patriarchal oppression) or to mourning 
the individual potential that is cruelly quashed in such an environment. By associating 
dissatisfied striving with agency, this strain of scholarship reflects early work on the social 
theory of “adaptive preferences,” which seeks to explain why certain individuals display 
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preferences that appear to be at odds with their flourishing. In the framework of adaptive 
preferences that was pioneered in the 1980s by economist Amartya Sen, the state of being 
satisfied with less-than-ideal circumstances results from marginalization on the basis of gender, 
race, sexual preferences, or intersectional combinations of the enumerated. Adaptive preferences 
is a concept I will return to in a bit greater detail, in section IV of this introduction, and then at 
length in my second chapter.  
 Without diminishing the relevance of discontent and dissatisfaction, and the important 
role they play in propelling individuals to overcome inertia and attempt to alter their 
circumstances, this dissertation makes the case that there is much to be derived from engaging 
with contentment. Under the heading of contentment are many human tendencies that demand 
attention, due at least in part to their quotidian ubiquity; some of these tendencies include: the 
preference for what is easily attainable, the attraction to effortlessness, and even the allure of 
codependency. The goal of a project like mine is not to dismiss the dominant way of thinking 
about how human beings should ideally move through the world—indeed, there is significant 
benefit to aspirational striving in myriad circumstances, which I do not wish to deny. Instead, my 
aim is to attend to areas in which the influence of this specific kind of normative position leads 
us to minimize the validity of others’ common life choices in an often-reflexive effort to enforce 
the standards we have been trained to see as most conducive to fulfillment.  
 This dissertation argues for an engagement with contentment as a corrective for the field 
of American literary studies against the backdrop of ongoing methodological debates about the 
tired nature of current reading practices, with their emphasis on suspicion and progressive 
dissent. Indeed, my dissertation positions the field’s hostility toward contentment as a litmus test 
that reveals certain counterproductive tensions in the field: tensions between what American 
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literary studies purports to do and what it in fact does. Tensions of this sort can be seen as 
contributing to the methodological fatigue chronicled by Mark Seltzer, Dana Nelson, Sharon 
Marcus, Stephen Best, and Heather Love. To explore contentment, this dissertation argues, 
American literary studies will need to loosen its insistence on its favorite slippages—between the 
work of literary criticism and direct political action; between reading literary works and repairing 
the ills of the world. While such a reframing of a prominent pillar of the field’s intellectual 
mission will be painful in its initial phases, there will be benefits in the long-run in terms of a 
decrease in skepticism about the field’s self-aggrandizing sense of itself and an increase in the 
field’s ability to establish itself as a place where topics of everyday importance (e.g. settling, 
compromising, acquiescing—if only for the moment) are thought-provokingly analyzed.  
 Specifically, I examine the following literary works: Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of 
Theron Ware (1896), Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and “The Beast in the 
Jungle” (1900), Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” (1894) and the poetry and fiction 
of Alice Dunbar-Nelson. As will be clear from the chapter summaries in section V of this 
introduction, rather than replicating a singular type of contentment, these works disclose a 
diverse array of justifications for engaging with this understudied form of satisfaction. At each 
turn, I analyze these works in the context of their more aspirationally-focused contemporaries, 
providing my readers with a sense of the value that is added by bringing this concept of 
contentment into the fold. What emerges from this analysis is not strictly an exploration of 
contentment as a late nineteenth-century phenomenon but rather an investigation of the kinds of 
stories—plots, figures, choices, poems—that come into view when literary scholarship embraces 
contentment as a critical concept. 
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 This introduction will provide the necessary foundation for the readings that follow in the 
subsequent chapters. Section II traces the process by which contentment came to occupy a 
marginalized status in American culture. I pay special attention to the way the term circulated in 
the postbellum period, since my primary literary texts span from the last decades of the 
nineteenth century through the first decades of the twentieth. Section III identifies a continuity 
between present day attitudes toward contentment within literary scholarship and those that 
characterized my period of study—particularly in the sense that present-day scholars of literary 
studies simultaneously invoke the need for a limit on the excesses of striving while reifying the 
aspirational imperative and portraying the decision to rest satisfied as an enigmatic move that 
borders on the pathological. Broadening the lens a bit, section IV explores the probable origins 
for the normative morality that informs the bias against contentment within literary studies. I 
point to traditions within allied fields that have helped to reinforce what is valued and prioritized 
among literary scholars. The introduction’s fifth and final section provides summaries for each of 
the three chapters that follow and concludes with a preview of the epilogue with which this 
dissertation closes.  
The Ascent of the Aspirational Imperative in American Culture 
 
 Among the myriad narratives that comprise that tangled mess we call American history, 
is a story of the nation’s ideological distancing from contentment, which, as the philosopher 
Cheshire Calhoun has recently pointed out, had the impressive status of a virtue within 
eighteenth-century Christian morality.6 As ambition was transformed in late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth-century America from its more general status as a character vice to embody the 
admirable desire to transcend one’s original station in society through striving, contentment 
became increasingly construed as unacceptable, even at odds with national interests. If 
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previously Western theology had found it admirable for the individual to cultivate a tempered 
appreciation of their imperfect present situation, the ostensibly secular new nation required 
something more robust and far less conciliatory.7 Opinion differs as to when exactly this 
revaluation of ambition occurred. For example, in Ambition: A History (2013), historian William 
Casey King asserts that ambition was endowed with a positive connotation in the American 
context more or less contemporaneously with the movement to declare independence. As the 
powerful players of the moment (including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin 
Franklin, and others) feared their “enemies” would depict the push for independence from Great 
Britain as an act “inspired by a small group of men driven by wickedness and ambition,” they 
worked in their public writing to redefine ambition as a social good that had been erroneously 
conflated in the popular imagination with selfish personal advancement (171). In Beyond the 
Farm (2008) James Opal, claims that ambition became a social virtue a bit later on in American 
history: in the early national period that followed the ratification of the Constitution.8 During this 
period of time, Opal demonstrates, those at the helm of the newly-formed nation sought to stoke 
ambition in young American men who had once contented themselves with the local concerns of 
rural life on the family farm.9 Developing the aspirations of this generation of young men was 
considered an essential part of keeping pace with Europe.  
 With its associations with freedom and social mobility, ambition, was also selectively 
policed: while the aspirational drive was encouraged in certain populations, members of the 
dominant sector of American society sought to actively snuff out ambition among marginalized 
groups throughout our nation’s history. Most notably, as abolitionist rhetoric generated 
momentum in the antebellum period, contentment was foisted upon African Americans by 
dominant cultural players looking for a justification for chattel slavery. These individuals 
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weaponized contentment because they were materially as well as ideologically dependent on 
keeping this racial group in a fixed, oppressed position in society. For example, in his anti-
abolitionist tract Slavery in America, William Gilmore Simms speaks of the “ ‘exceeding 
comfort, cheerfulness, and contentment of the negro’ ” and submits this as proof that those who 
are enslaved in fact desire to remain in a subjugated position vis-à-vis their white owners (qtd. in 
Tracy 154). The minstrelsy figure Sambo was created and perpetuated in the American South by 
white slave owners who were similarly keen on maintaining the exploitative status quo by 
depicting African Americans as constitutionally lacking the impulse to strive for individual 
advancement.  
 My dissertation picks up the study of the concept of contentment and its place in the 
literary critical tradition during a striking moment of change in American history in the 
postbellum period, when national commitment to the aspirational ideal was challenged by 
economic realities that seemed to lay bare the puny power of individual striving. In a significant 
way, the postbellum period was a time that practically demanded a renewed commitment to 
contentment—given the waning options for social mobility and personal advancement through 
ambition. The humbling failure of Reconstruction, widespread political scandals that plagued the 
national government, the solidification of economic vitality in corporations, and the influx of 
immigrants all contributed to what Alan Trachtenberg describes as the “near-volcanic change” in 
American culture in the 1880s and 1890s (xiv). What resulted was a collision between “old 
ideals of selfhood, obligation, and reward” and “emerging systems and hierarchies” that 
unsettled the beloved national ideal of meritocratic advancement (xiv). Gone were the 
supposedly simpler times when people could look around and easily identify proof that ambition 
and an adventurous spirit were all that was required for a young man of humble origins to attain 
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an improved position in society. With the frontier closed and shrinking opportunities for turning 
sheer self-determination into power and visibility, it makes sense that alongside healthy 
interrogations of the limits of the upward mobility and the efficacy of aspirational energies there 
would be experimentation with recalibrating satisfaction as well as nostalgia for a time when 
individual value was comparatively stable and locally-determined.  
 And yet when we look back to postbellum America, we do not see an era defined by an 
emphasis on the acceptance of limits. Despite the substantial evidence of striving’s inefficacy, 
the postbellum period stands out as a time a period when contentment was rendered increasingly 
unthinkable on a variety of fronts. In defiance of a general loss of faith in the ability for any 
unschooled farmer to make a good life through sheer dedication to his goals, cultural authorities 
in the Gilded Age continued to insist on the viability of older models of meritocratic 
advancement. Indeed, writing that chronicled the rise of business tycoons like Andrew Carnegie 
drew on well-worn tropes of self-determination to frame these wealthy men as exemplary 
characters who worked extremely hard, lived right, and therefore reaped only their “just 
rewards” (Trachtenberg 81). Additionally, the visual world of advertising worked to stoke 
notions of self-transformation and the importance of future-oriented desires, a phenomenon that 
Jackson Lears has usefully chronicled in his Fables of Abundance (1994). In short, striving 
seemed to remain comfortably ensconced as the ideological default in postbellum America.  
 In the context of the turn-of-the-century racial uplift movement aspiration was 
emphasized while contentment became viewed as a dangerous acquiescence to the forces of Jim 
Crow-era white supremacy. To strive, to develop one’s inner potential, and to aspire to wider 
public visibility for one’s achievements were essential components of the “New Negro” 
agenda.10 Understandably, there could be little space for contentment in an environment where 
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white supremacists devoted themselves with mounting fervor to the project of “containing the 
ambitions and controlling the behavior of a new generation” of African Americans (Litwack 
184). As I will discuss in the chapter summaries with which the introduction concludes, the 
striving imperative extended to African American women who, while they were not encouraged 
to aspire to individual distinction or fame, were expected to energetically commit themselves to 
individual and familial self-improvement and, more broadly, lean in to community uplift.  
 Evolutionary science also contributed to the shoring up of the aspirational ideal, and the 
corresponding stigmatization of contentment, in various important ways during the postbellum 
period. Where the poor were concerned, Social Darwinism provided a way for more fortunate 
individuals to separate themselves from painful culpability in the human suffering that was 
increasingly on display in America’s major urban centers.11 Rather than seeing the structural 
barriers to advancement that afflicted the averaged individual, those of comfortable means 
looked at the have-nots and saw a deficiency of go-getter spirit. With evolutionary science at 
their fingertips, turn of the century Americans even expressed self-righteous disdain for people 
who settled or ceased from admirable striving altogether because contentment, en masse, evoked 
fears of near-apocalyptic social regression. Such a sentiment can be gleaned even in the 
measured prose of Mary E. Wilkins, whose intro to a 1911 volume entitled The Value of 
Contentment heavily qualifies the endorsement of contentment found in the aphorisms and 
poems that make up the book’s contents. “Imagine,” Wilkins prods, “what the result would have 
been, had all the human race settled down to a state of perfect contentment ages ago. We should 
still be cave-dwellers” (vii). Later on in the prefatory essay, Wilkins distinguishes between 
widespread contentment (or, contentment as a kind of national zeitgeist) and the “matter of 
purely personal contentment,” which Wilkins assures readers “is entirely different” (x). Still 
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Wilkins insists that ‘personal contentment’ should only follow a significant, prolonged 
expenditure of effort. “Every man,” she writes,  
for himself should progress as far as his own natural endowments, and opportunities will 
admit. When he has, according to his own best judgment, and allowing for the barriers 
which are set in every man’s path, progressed that far, then let him abide, and hug 
contentment to his soul, as perhaps the best thing in his whole life on this earth. (x) 
 
The implication, then, seems clear: contentment was not something that should preempt a life of 
aspirational striving; rather, this kind of circumscription of ambition could only be viewed as 
honorable after a serious expenditure of effort had been made toward individual advancement.  
 Wilkins was far from an outlier in expressing an ambivalent interest in contentment at 
this juncture in American history. Indeed, poems published in newspapers throughout the 
postbellum period engage with the topic—revealing, a similar highly qualified fascination with 
contentment in the context of social mobility and material wealth in the Gilded Age. From the St. 
Louis Globe-Democrat to The Congregationalist to The Wisconsin State Register columnists 
waxed poetic on this form of satisfaction. The recurrence of this type of poem across regional 
papers in the period from the 1870s through the 1890s constitutes a mini-genre of sorts: the 
postbellum contentment poem. I will dedicate some time to fleshing out contentment as the 
circulated in the period in a representative selection of these poems. As we shall see, the pieces 
of verse engage with this notion of limiting desire in a manner that highlights both the way 
contentment seemed increasingly relevant to the national situation and, at the same time, the way 
this state of mind was perceived as utterly incompatible with the American spirit of effortful 
individual advancement.  
 In the first of these pieces, published in the Arizona Weekly Miner 1875 and titled simply 
“Contentment,” the growing frustration with income inequality in the Gilded Age period forms 
the background from which the poem’s speaker engages with the concept of circumscribing his 
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desires. The poem is the speaker’s response to the virtuous maxim “ ‘Man wants but little here 
below’,” which expresses the common admonition that it is pious to limit earthly desires (l.1). 
The speaker purportedly ascribes to this maxim in his contentment, but shows how difficult 
maintaining such a stance can be.  “Little? I ask,” the speaker begins, “[m]y wants are few”:  
I only wish a hut of stone 
(A very plain brown stone will do),  
That I may call my own;  
And close at hand is such a one,  
In yonder street that fronts the sun. (ll. 2 – 7)  
 
Each stanza follows this same pattern: every time the speaker attempts to to prove the limited 
nature of his ‘wants,’ he demonstrates that he possesses the insatiable neediness of mainstream, 
aspirational society. Stanza one targets dwelling place. Stanza two takes the same approach to 
the contents of the speaker’s bank account: instead of “gold or land”; the speaker proffers his 
meek request for “a mortgage here and there,/ Some good bank stock, some note of hand/ Or 
trifling railroad share” (l. 8 and ll. 9 – 11). As if anticipating public censure, the speaker makes 
clear that he has no interest in “Midas’ golden touch”; he “only ask[s] that fortune send/A little 
more than [he] can spend” (l. 27 and ll. 12 – 13). In the third stanza, the speaker turns to his 
method of transportation, again, cultivating a laughable middle ground, just shy of ostentatious 
display, that he labels humility.  
With each stanza, the specificity of the aspirational desires of the poem’s persona reveal 
with increasing obviousness the emptiness of the speaker’s presumptions to humility. Case in 
point: the man even knows exactly how fast he would like his horse to walk when drawing his 
carriage around town: “an easy gate [sic]—two forty-five” (l. 16)! The whole façade of 
moderation falls apart in stanza four as the speaker details, with mock restraint, the “pictures” he 
“should like to own”: specifically, “Titus and Rapæls [sic], three or four” and “One Turner and 
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no more;/ (A landscape, foreground golden dirt,/ The sunshine painted with a squirt.)” (l. 20, l. 
21, and ll. 23 – 25). Readers may be inclined to grins and eye rolls by the time they arrive at the 
poem’s final stanza, where the speaker declares, by way of summarizing the wish list that has 
come before, “Thus humble let me live and die” (l. 26). We are hardly surprised, then, when the 
speaker wraps things up by insinuating that he will be alright without divine grace provided he 
gets the earthly goods he has itemized. “If Heaven more generous gifts deny,” he insists, I shall 
not miss them much—” because he will be filled with gratitude “for the blessing lent/Of simple 
taste and mind content?” (ll. 28 – 31, emphasis mine). The question mark, which is likely a 
typographical error, strikes the reader as quite apt in the sense that it reveals the speaker’s doubt 
in facing the enterprise of being sure some delimited amount of material splendor will suffice for 
an infinite period of time. Contentment, the poem drives home, is easy to invoke but difficult to 
maintain in practice from one moment to the next, from the start to the conclusion of a given 
train of thought. The natural appetites, the speaker comically illustrates, seem doomed to 
undermine any attempt to rest satisfied with the limitations of one’s present situation.  
 “A Contented Man,” a poem that offers a similar, satirical take on the comprehension gap 
that existed between American values and the virtue of contentment by the minor poet Sam 
Walter Foss, was printed in a number of periodicals in the summer of 1890.12 Again, there is a 
clear tension that comes through in the poem (despite the best efforts of its speaker) between the 
ambient sociocultural realization that aspirational imperatives had gone awry in the Gilded Age 
and, simultaneously, the understanding that aspiration would be nearly impossible to eradicate or 
even temper. In the first stanza of this work, the speaker invokes the virtue of contentment as the 
conceptual opposite of an “[a]mbition,” which is likened to “a cankering worm” that ‘[e]ats out 
the joy of life” (l. 1 and 2). The speaker names “Jay Gould and John D. Rockefeller,” two of the 
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period’s most impressive business magnates, as individuals who typify this ambition-eroded life 
(l. 5). Like “Contentment,” the poem which I discussed prior, Foss’s poem features a persona 
hell-bent on emphasizing the minimal nature of his needs, which always end up being outsized 
and outlandish—if not necessarily as excessive as the wealth of a Gould or Rockefeller. For 
instance, in the closing couplet of the first stanza the speaker states, “I only ask a little wealth,/ 
Two millions [sic] is not much” (ll. 7 – 8). Stanza two takes up sufficiency where material 
possessions is concerned; here, the speaker describes the accommodations, transportation, and 
occupation that would suit his humble needs:  
Enough to buy a house in town;  
   Another by the sea, 
With a good steam yacht of my own,  
   Is quite enough for me. (ll. 9 – 12) 
 
As was the case in “Contentment,” the speaker’s presumption to limited appetites quickly 
becomes ridiculous.  
 Importantly for the purposes of my dissertation, which is not concerned with conspicuous 
consumption as ambition but primarily the psychological mindset that one must make more of 
oneself, Foss moves beyond the material realm in the last three stanzas of his poem: he 
transitions from contentment as it pertains to material comfort to contentment in the context of 
individual achievement. Stanza three treats the topic of literary fame. The speaker is very 
interested in the prospect of “[w]riting a few good books,/ To cheer posterity” (ll. 19–20). The 
feat of producing not one or two but a few good books and having them live on to influence 
future generations is, of course, quite an aspirational vision. In the next stanza, Foss’s ambitious 
speaker moves on from his dream of being “a Nation’s bard” to assuming a place among the 
nation’s legislators where he opens with “I want but little here below” and then progresses to list 
how “he’d like to be the mayor,/ And go to Congress after that,/ Before my hair is grayer” (l. 21, 
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25, and 26–28). In each of these stanzas, Foss has the speaker adopt an over-the-top air of 
modesty. For example, when it comes to his dream of being a successful writer, the speaker 
maintains that “the vulgar, loud huzzas of fame/ Are empty noise to me” (ll. 17–18). And yet he 
notes that he will not be the kind to deny the demands of a public audience if he so happens to 
secure one: “if the throngs should shout my name,” he cheekily rejoins “I can’t control the 
throngs” (ll. 23–24). The same thing occurs in the following stanza, where the speaker reveals 
that he has political aspirations: “if you want a President,” the speaker allows, “And turn your 
eyes to me,/I would not cheat your longing gaze,/ A President I’d be” (l. 29 and 30–32). The 
effect, in addition to being a humorous form of sublimation, is to make it seem that denying 
these ambitions for individual advancement would be selfish because doing so would run 
contrary to the will of the people: to settle for less than these ambitions would mean showing 
oneself to be democratically uninterested in public service.  
The final stanza offers, perhaps, the most striking commentary on American striving: that 
it is immortal and endures even after the death of the individual involved. While in the 1875 
piece “Contentment,” striving ends with the end of earthly life, in Foss’s poem ambition abides 
on earth. Even in death, the speaker’s life is defined by desire for more individual advancement. 
First there is the issue of needing “a monument” erected above his “lowly tomb” in order to “rest 
in calm content” (l. 33, 34, and 35). Then, there is the even more outlandish condition for finally 
determining that one has had enough in their lifetime: “A humble man I’d live and die,” the 
speaker promises (or threatens depending on how you look at it), “Retired, glad, content,/ If 
you’d agree to take my son/ And make him President” (ll. 37, 38–40). Here, we are given a 
glimpse of how the drive to elevate oneself to a position of esteem can be passed down as part of 
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an estate. That insatiable desire does not die with the individual but is rather transferred to one’s 
kin in aspirations that traverse generations.   
  The two poems treated thus far clearly depict contentment as a habit of mind that is 
beyond the pale for white middle to upper-class Americans. William S. Hays offers readers an 
idealized glimpse into that small slice of the population that might feel otherwise in his 1874 
poem “Contentment.” Hays’s poem reflects the way satisfaction with a limited lot was portrayed 
during the postbellum period as the stuff of a few surviving relics of a bygone era, lurking on the 
periphery of mainstream society, unaware they are rapidly fading into obsolescence. Hays stages 
the poem as a monologue between country bumpkins—the speaker and his wife Nancy Jane, or 
“Nance” as she is frequently called throughout—who possess a kind of Christian faith that was 
hardly seen in daily urban life. The opening line states that the choice of subject matter was 
inspired by the poet’s encounter with “a little picture of an aged couple seated in a log cabin 
before a fire at bedtime” (l.1). The old man who is our speaker opens the poem by invoking the 
turbulent environment beyond his humble abode: with references to “the banks... a bustin’” and 
trading “for credit whar they oughter sell fur cash,” the speaker alludes to the Panic of 1873, also 
known as the First Great Depression, which was precipitated by the printing of money and 
record-breaking speculation through bonds that were tied to the economic success of the railroad 
(l. 2 and l. 3). In this context, the old man suggests that the lifestyle he shares with his wife 
should serve as a model for others and that a return to the earth, the farm, and the simplicity of 
Christian faith would be a panacea for the reeling masses. Indeed, the speaker suggests to his 
wife that in thinking “about the awful muss,” he has determined that “folks had better live an’ 
raise their children jist like us” (l. 10 and l. 11). And yet as the man outlines the pride that he has 
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in his no-frills way of living, he also—inadvertently—empties his suggestion of widespread 
applicability of any validity.  
 As one reads the poem, especially from the vantage point of the present day, it becomes 
increasingly clear that this farmer and his wife are members of an old, ascetic guard and their 
time on earth is limited. From the poem’s first line, the pair are depicted as museum pieces who 
do not even exist in the wilds of quotidian life. They may have moral superiority over the 
businessmen they malign, but their agrarian idyll is rapidly become a pipe dream in the context 
of late capitalism. As much as the old man insists that “The farmer’s independent, Nance, his 
trade will never spoil/ so long as he is able with his sons to till the soil,” the reality is of course 
that if one is to sell one’s goods, then there must be a market for them; even if one intends to lead 
a subsistence lifestyle, then one must have the weather on one’s side. The mouthpiece for true 
contentment, then, is an antiquated farmer who seems to exist in a world apart, with only his wife 
and his Bible to accompany him. Regardless of the author’s intention, the impression readers get 
from this poem is that contentment is only natural for simple-minded folk. Contentment, here, 
becomes associated with lack of sophistication and a value system that is so divorced from 
modernity that it can only be seen framed and presented as a historical picture of a bygone 
agrarian era in American history.   
 Unifying the diverse array of postbellum contentment is a desire to pin down an 
understanding of contentment within a period in which traditional working class careers were 
visibly failing to stave off poverty while an air of professional ambition and conspicuous 
consumption consumed the middle and upper classes. In reviewing the archive, one encounters 
poems that puzzle over the potential hazards of contentment and pieces that tout its virtues by 
harkening back to a period when a man’s scruples—rather than his aspirational spirit—might be 
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the source of nobility and pride. For instance, an 1877 issue of The Chicago Tribune contains the 
anonymous poem “True Contentment,” in which the speaker acknowledges the problematic 
nature of the human tendency to derive discontent from counterfactual thinking but ultimately 
insists on the necessity of discontented striving. “Man is a being prone to find,/Fault with things 
that are,” the speaker reflects, and as a result “many hours of hopes and sighs/In yearnings vain 
are spent” (ll. 3–4 and ll. 11–12). “Still it is best such is the case,” the poem continues: 
For, were we satisfied 
With things we have, each in its place,     
    And had no wish denied,  
Not any progress would we make,  
    Nor from one stage advance... (ll. 19–24) 
 
George MacDonald’s 1880 poem “Contentment,” on the other hand, features a pious speaker 
who has no qualms about the problems contentment might pose for individual and collective 
advancement; instead, his refrain is:  
I am content. In trumpet tones,  
    My song let people know;  
And many a mighty man with thrones 
    And scepter, is not so.  
And if he is, I joyful cry,  
Why, then, he’s just the same as I. (ll. 1–6) 
 
In a society where pride was increasingly being defined by the aspirational spirit—where 
nobility inhered in earning more accolades and expanding one’s influence and capital— 
MacDonald’s poem attempts to look back to a time when status could be determined by a man’s 
scruples or his spiritual aspect. Contentment is personified as a Sleeping Beauty-like “fair, 
enchanted maid” who awaits the arrival of “the chosen hero of her heart” in an anonymous 
sample of verse published in The Wisconsin State Register in 1890 (l. 1 and l. 4). Rendered 
“[i]nvisible through false Ambition’s art,” and enslaved by “Doubt,” contentment is lifted up as 
the ultimate damsel in distress (l.2 and l.3). Indeed, the poem goads the “brave” soldier of its 
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address to “battle for her smiles!” and, in so doing, “break the magic spell,” so “thou and Sweet 
Content” can “together dwell” (l. 9, 13, and 14). A publication in the 1877 Inter Ocean, a 
newspaper based in Chicago, asserted that contentment was not the stuff of the young warrior but 
rather the appropriate pose of those on their way out of life. Only in “[o]ld age,” “[w]hen life is 
all behind in truth,/Contentment then, perchance is well” (l. 5, ll. 7–8). In direct contrast to the 
image of ‘Sweet Content’ as a maiden in need of rescuing by a valiant knight, this poem—with 
only the initial P.H. to indicate its author—sternly notes:  
 “I am content!” These words are not 
 The legend that brave men should bear,  
 And idly stand within their lot,  
 And fold their arms when skies are fair. (ll. 9-12).  
 
As was already clear from my survey of the historical period, contentment elicited powerful 
emotions in the postbellum era. These poems indicate that newspaper poetry provided a space for 
the expression of these strong feelings: for authors to clarify their thoughts and emotions and 
articulate their claim for the corrective path forward in a time when it seemed that society was in 
dire need to an altered relationship to ambition.13  
Aspiration as Norm in American Literary Studies  
 
 One might think that contentment would be a popular topic in a field like American 
literary studies, where scholars routinely identify the byproducts of our national obsession with 
striving as the objects of their critique and scorn, e.g. pointing fingers at ruthless self-promotion, 
consumerism, and the instrumentalization of entire populations. And yet, as I will demonstrate, 
literary studies remains committed to the norm of aspiration in practice despite its philosophical 
opposition to these byproducts. Indeed, within literary scholarship, the desire to continuously 
strive to better oneself or to expand one’s horizons enjoys the status of a normative 
psychological default that rarely requires direct articulation because it is so widely shared. Many 
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a work of literary criticism returns at the end of all its exploring of purportedly transgressive 
topics to the familiar home of individual, effortful advancement.  
 Take, for example, the recent popularity of failure as a topic of literary inquiry among 
nineteenth-century Americanists but also, more importantly, in theoretical work like Jack 
Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure (2011).14 One might assume that such a trend would 
naturally lead to critical reconsideration of processes like modifying aspirations, settling, or 
giving up that often follow (phenomenologically) the experience of failure; however, this has not 
proven to be the case. Instead, treatments of failure reiterate the essential good of continued 
expansive effort. In Halberstam’s work, for instance, the tendency is to depict coming short of 
success as a kind of radical departure from the status quo—rather than as a prelude to ultimate 
absorption into it. Failure, in such a context, becomes enveloped in an aura of edgy 
experimentalism, as foundering and miscarried efforts become socially progressive acts that 
evidence considerable bravery.15 Summarizing the intention of her monograph on her scholarly 
website, Halberstam writes “winning has become the byword for greed, arrogance, profiting 
from others, conformity; winning means gloating, hoarding, condescending. And losing? 
Failing? Failure can become a potent form of critique, a repudiation of capitalism and profit 
margins, a refusal of the norm, an indifference to assimilation and a route to other ways of being 
in the world” (“Embrace Queer Failure”). It seems worth noting here that the world of Silicon 
Valley (with some obvious differences in terms of the endgame envisioned) similarly praises 
failure in the service of heightened creative innovation. For example, Google’s Astro Teller has 
traveled the lecture circuit peddling his narrative of how Google X has heightened the creativity 
of its design team by reframing flops as natural parts of the process of invention (“The 
Unexpected Benefit”). As Halberstam represents it, failure is inoculated against the charges that 
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plague contentment as the former is absolved of any guilt where accommodation to the cruelties 
of the present moment is concerned and, instead, is associated with admirable traits such as 
innovation and élan. Halberstam uses her own life story as an illustrative example, in a move that 
makes clear that failure for her is something that helps turn run-of-the-mill individual strivers 
into unique, ascendant superstars. There is no acceptance of current circumstances or limitation 
of individual aspirations; rather, the tendency is to dream in a just as big but badass, non-
corporate way.  
 To take a look at another example, Lauren Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011) interrogates 
postwar notions of the so-called “good life” and seeks to demonstrate that everyday attachment 
to optimistic notions, such as “the belief that capitalism is a meritocracy that rewards active 
competence,” is the source of much of the suffering on view amid the neoliberal landscape of the 
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (“Lauren Berlant”). As Berlant explains in the 
introduction to her monograph: “cruel optimism is the condition of maintaining an attachment to 
a significantly problematic object” (Cruel Optimism 24). “What’s cruel about these 
attachments,” Berlant clarifies,  
and not merely inconvenient or tragic, is that the subjects who have x in their lives might 
not well endure the loss of their object/scene of desire, even though its presence threatens 
their well-being, because whatever the content of the attachment is, the continuity of its 
form provides something of the continuity of the subject’s sense of what it means to keep 
on living on and to look forward to being in the world. (24)  
 
Put differently, in this work Berlant is concerned with the fact that “the objects normatively on 
offer for ‘the good life’...are often themselves blockages to living well, but they also represent 
living as such, and so without them many people feel or are said to be not ‘having a life’ ” (“Life 
Writing” 182). The work’s central idea—that the things that we are conditioned to think are 
constituents of the good life are also the things that keep us from achieving well-being—was, 
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initially, of immense interest to me given the topical orientation of my dissertation. And yet I 
realized after reading and re-reading a few chapters of Cruel Optimism that this work is vexed in 
ways that are related, not identical, to the aspects I found problematic in Halberstam’s Failure.  
 Specifically, Berlant’s project strikes me as vexed in three main ways, which I will list in 
order of increasing importance. The first of these problems is the degree to which Berlant 
overstates the newness of the phenomenon she describes: as my dissertation and historical work 
on the subject makes clear, American history did not need World War II to develop pernicious, 
but abiding, fantasies of the good life. Rather than doing a good job of explaining why 
neoliberalism has created a novel predicament, Berlant frequently refers to the fact that the 
problems she is discussing tell “a story older and more complex” than the current narrative, 
which prompts the question of why the book is written as though cruel optimism is a recently 
developed ideological paradox (Cruel Optimism 104). While each era has its particular breed of 
precarity, the psychological crisis of attachment to striving that I discuss with respect to the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century seems virtually identical in form to the neoliberal crisis of 
the difficult-to-put-down pipe dream of meritocracy with which Berlant engages. Secondly, 
Berlant’s impatience with this maladaptive attachment manifests itself in a tone that borders on 
the haughty when she attends to the subjects in thrall to the attachments she criticizes. Indeed, it 
is this tonal register that demonstrates the gulf that exists between Berlant’s perception of herself 
as a champion to “the 99%” and the reality, which is that she has written a jargon-filled book 
clouded by elite biases in a chilled tone of scholarly detachment from the ordinary subjects of her 
analysis.16 Interestingly, the introduction sort of preempts this criticism of the books as it 
explains that “sometimes, the cruelty of an optimistic attachment is more easily perceived by an 
analyst who observes the cost of someone’s or some group’s attachment to x, since often persons 
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and communities focus on some aspects of their relation to an object/world while disregarding 
others” (24). The two sections that seem most at fault for this tone of condescension between 
analyst and analyzed are the chapter on the obesity epidemic and the one that deals with the the 
film Human Resources by Laurent Cantet. There, furthermore, is a paternalism to the notion that 
people are attached to normative structures of family or to the pleasures of food solely primarily 
because they understand these things to be ideas of the good life. Berlant seems to lack the 
ability to understand the powerful attractive force of the unproductive cycles she investigates. 
 Cruel Optimism, like Halberstam’s Failure, envisions the solution to the problematic 
present situation as a version of out-of-the-box thinking. The implication is that the human 
subjects in question need to start to be extraordinary and creative, rather than ordinary, in order 
to overcome the kind of structural inequality that they are wrestling with. There is a flippancy to 
the way Berlant poses her oversimplification of a central question: “[w]hy do people stay with 
lives, forms, and fantasies of life that don’t work?” (“Lauren Berlant”). The deferral of ideas 
about how people are to move beyond the “impasse” she so confidently identifies is not 
something that Berlant attempts to cover up; rather, she is quite forthcoming with her admission 
that she is “actually pretty lame at imagining a repaired world” (“Lauren Berlant”, emphasis in 
the original). While Berlant purports to challenge the pernicious notions of the good life that are 
affecting, as the scholar puts it in an interview on her monograph, the ninety-nine percent, Cruel 
Optimism still reads as a (dare I say cruel?) critique of the subjects that she is studying: ordinary 
individuals who are behaving in a way that Berlant, from afar, judges to be the result of their 
uncreative allegiance to ideological forces that are harmful to them. There seems to be no 
understanding that—outside of the narrow confines of academic research—the experience of 
stability and comfort is desirable for masses of people. To the masses who live in thrall to these 
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patterns of attachment, Berlant offers the following parting rallying cry: “This is not a time for 
assurance but for experiment—to have patience with failure, with trying things out, to try new 
forms of life that also might not work—which doesn’t make them worse than what’s there now” 
(“Lauren Berlant”). In conclusion, it is hard not to see Cruel Optimism as a book that is an 
emotionally manipulative, manufactured crisis of the sort that Berlant argues dominate the 
neoliberal status quo.  
 If, intuitively, practitioners in the field assent to Nancy Glazener’s suggestion that 
“literary texts…[often] register the traces of language of human motivation” that diverge from 
the normative models of subjecthood which dominate our culture at a given moment in time, it 
proves difficult in practice to separate ourselves from the assumption that human subjects will 
rarely ‘rest satisfied,’ i.e. that striving to alter one’s circumstances is the norm.17 As a result, 
many of the studies of non-normative modes of being or forms of agency actually capitulate to 
the project of goal-oriented striving and effortful cultivation of potential.18 Again and again, 
critics read instances of perplexing motivations only to find at their core the same old staple of 
human motivation: individual striving. Critics often seem unable to help infusing scenes of 
settling or giving in with the same kind of admirable agential freedom that is associated with 
striving. Such an approach can be seen in the first generation of path breaking feminist 
scholarship, e.g. in the work of Marjorie Pryse, whose treatment of Mary Wilkins Freeman’s 
Louisa Ellis reframes the so-called “New England Nun” as an impressive “solitary woman” who 
is “heroic, active, wise, ambitious, and even transcendent” “within the world [she] inhabits” 
(289). In fact, to Pryse, Freeman’s protagonist becomes an innovator who “creates an alternative 
pattern of living” that better accommodates her character, defined as it is by “ ‘the enthusiasm of 
an artist’ ” (290). Instead of making the judgment that she is adequately satisfied with her present 
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state, the story is presented as one that “dramatizes change in Louisa Ellis” because “a situation 
she has long accepted [i.e. eventual marital union with Joe Dagget] now becomes one she 
rejects” (290). As a result, the Louisa of Pryse’s account is an imaginative maverick and 
“becoming a hermit like her dog Caesar is the price she must pay for vision” (290). More recent 
work by Jennifer Fleissner redefines sites of apparent compulsive wheel-spinning by arguing that 
they in fact betray a commitment to an intensified variation of forward-looking striving. More 
specifically, Fleissner’s Women, Compulsion, and Modernity (2004) reanimates what seem to be 
unproductive sites of compulsive activity (situations of “stuckness in place,” as Fleissner terms 
them) by aligning them with an ennobled perfectionist goal reminiscent of the naturalist author’s 
commitment to quotidian detail.19 For the most part, then, this underlying commitment to striving 
as the norm helps to explain why critics have yet to explore in any major way the validity of such 
judgments of sufficiency as are communicated by the speakers, characters, and personas that I 
take up in this dissertation.  
 In the rare instances when something proximate to contentment is explored, it is depicted 
as an anomalous phenomenon, which in effect solidifies the notion of discontent striving as basic 
human motivation. Indeed, figures who unambiguously cease from aspirational striving are read 
as exceptions to the rule. For example, Ross Posnock’s Renunciation: Acts of Abandonment by 
Writers, Philosophers, and Artists (2016) examines the decisions of various promising 
individuals (mostly artists) who choose to withdraw from society and cease the public cultivation 
of their creative potential. Within Posnock’s study, the people who decide to reject striving are 
rare aberrations—geniuses of one sort or another, who are cloaked in the fabric of exceptional 
divinity. Rather than giving in to the achievable amid the pressures of their present lot, the 
authors and artists that Posnock considers retreat from that realm altogether in order to lead lives 
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of transcendent value, lives that are guided by a higher principle (of the spiritual or religious 
order). To a lesser degree, an exceptionalist account of contentment informs Open Secrets: The 
Literature of Uncounted Experience (2008), where Anne-Lise François depicts recessive action 
as a rarity committed by social outliers. These individuals, François insists, leave little trace of 
themselves on the dominant cultural record because they choose not to move through the world 
in socially legible ways.20  
 The problem with an account of contentment as the purview of artists, ascetics, and 
freaks is that, in lived reality, contentment is neither rare in occurrence nor isolationist in form. 
Contentment occurs every day—in major and minor ways. It happens when an individual takes a 
job that pays less than another offer because the former job is closer to an aging family member. 
Contentment can be glimpsed in the individual who decides that he will not go to another store to 
search out his favorite brand of pickles because he values the time that he will be able to spend at 
home more than he does the taste of his favorite brand. We content ourselves with our friends 
and our partners on a daily basis—choosing to remain rather than maximize our fun or our 
pleasure by seeking greener interpersonal pastures. Indeed, it seems disingenuous to cast the 
decision to rest satisfied with something short of what might be achieved with further 
commitment to goal-oriented striving as necessarily at odds with the smooth working of the 
dominant mechanisms of culture. Even if we reject the equation of contentment with false 
consciousness, we can admit that society often runs smoothly precisely because people 
compromise and cease from pursuing their initial aspirations in great numbers and with great 
regularity.21 Additionally, the decision to rest satisfied with present circumstances often reflects a 
decision that favors social or collective bonds—a judgment that puts the fortification of local ties 
over the single-minded development of inner potential (the latter of which has a wider public in 
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mind). Therefore, the singular model of the genius withdrawing from the rat race of society does 
not necessarily gel with this phenomenon.  
 Given the persistence of the commitment to striving within literary studies and our 
inability to see alternatives to striving as part of the ebb and flow of quotidian life, it is the 
contention of this dissertation that there is a blindspot within the field when it comes to seeing 
beyond striving to a place where value can be located in a notion of contentment that is quotidian 
as well as non-exceptional and normal. On the one hand, certain aspects of the problem I’ve 
outlined above is, at least in part, cultural. Endemic to literary studies is a need to make sweeping 
claims about exploring new angles of human existence and this lends itself to projects that 
actually fall much closer to familiar narratives because their novelty is overblown in the 
promotional material for each book. And yet I think this problem of novelty fatigue does not 
necessarily invalidate the claim that there is a larger bias in favor of discontent and the 
aspirational striving it produces.   
The Broader Intellectual Bias against Contentment  
 
 It would be disingenuous to pretend that the critical blindspot surrounding contentment is 
a myopia that is unique to literary studies. The dearth of engagement with contentment in literary 
scholarship makes sense in the context of what constitutes a longstanding taboo on the subject 
within the broader intellectual climate. Within social theory, economics, and the dominant strains 
of Western philosophy, contentment is consistently depicted as antithetical to the project of 
liberal selfhood. At the most basic level, contentment is troublingly at odds with the normative 
project of Western subjecthood, which idealizes active development in service of self-interest 
and is associated with trajectories of expansion and/or elevation rather than the acceptance of 
limitation. As François has persuasively demonstrated in Open Secrets, the diverse array of 
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reading practices within the university setting reflect with little divergence the Western mandate 
to make ourselves “count” as subjects, through our actions and speech (150). Just as, in general, 
“[a]esthetes, flirts, and others who define their acts as play-acts, and speak only ‘off the record’ ” 
unnerve because they “invite…the charge of not knowing how to value their object, because they 
seek neither to preserve nor to transmit it to others,” characters who content themselves with a 
circumscribed life provoke readerly “anxiety over wasted or underdeveloped powers” and “guilt 
of leaving the given untransformed” (François 23). True, contemporary philosophers and 
political scientists may remind readers that a just democratic society necessitates that individuals 
curb limitless ambition and the rapacious pursuit of power and capital—but only to the extent 
that these insatiable yearnings infringe upon other self-determined subjects in the making. For an 
individual to “sell herself short,” “take the easy way out,” or willfully limit the development of 
potential not for fear of hurting others but because she places something (some idea, experience, 
comfort etc.) above the ideal of effortful self-cultivation—that choice remains virtually 
unthinkable in the current intellectual milieu.  
The logic underpinning this broader intellectual bias against contentment points to the 
persistent, if theoretical, possibility for renovation and change and maintains that there is always 
something better or more fulfilling lying in wait on the horizon. In light of this, the thinking is 
that there can be little reason to throw in the towel and/or shrink from striving. An essay by legal 
scholar and former statesmen Cass Sunstein is representative here. In reviewing Roger Goodin’s 
book On Settling (2012) for The New Republic, Sunstein warns against the absolute danger of 
prematurely limiting one’s options in any facet of life. Indeed, he portrays contentment as a 
deeply pernicious phenomenon in the context of a model of self-interested individualism where 
the metric for personal liberty is endless expansion and the growth of influence. For Sunstein, the 
        
	
	 28	
likelihood is greater that settling will have negative emotional consequences: either you will end 
up “kicking yourself” upon realizing that you “forfeited a better outcome” or you will feel okay 
but this will be because of “the phenomenon of ‘adaptive preferences,’ through which people 
adapt their desires to their situations.”  
 The problems with arguments about the normative good of striving are conveniently 
encapsulated by Sunstein’s representative piece. To start with the most obvious, the piece is 
limited by certain perspectival blindspots. Sunstein rebukes the desire for fixity and contentment 
in the population at large and makes sweeping social arguments about what is best for society in 
a way that fails to take into consideration the masses of people who move and exist beyond the 
Ivy League professoriate. We are tipped off to the narrow scope of Sunstein’s intended audience 
when he introduces the notion of “option value”—an economic theory that describes the value of 
“keep[ing] your options open” in things like job searches and real estate transactions. He asserts 
that “a discussion of option value” is something that “people frequently ignore in their daily 
lives.” Under the exigencies of the current economy, which is characterized by extreme income 
inequality, however, many individuals likely cannot afford to hold out for the best of all possible 
jobs or deals—with mouths to feed and bills to pay. 
 Moreover, Sunstein’s argument assumes a meritocratic universe in which striving is 
rewarded in the long-run—despite the fact that the correlation between effort and advancement 
has long been an imperfect one. Such an argument, therefore overlooks the disillusionment and 
protracted exhaustion that reflexive dedication to striving can frequently produce. Secondly, and 
more importantly for the purposes of my dissertation, Sunstein neglects to take seriously the 
appeal of circumscribing (rather than extending) the self. To put things another way, the decision 
to de-emphasize effortful striving does not always produce regret. Rather, yielding to 
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circumstance can also pave the way for contentment. Contentment is the dirty little secret that 
gives the lie to the assumed inevitability that you’ll one day be ‘kicking yourself’ over 
opportunities you declined to pursue. By refusing to engage contentment as a viable way of 
being in the world, Sunstein, in a fashion representative of broader intellectual sentiments, tacitly 
peddles an idealized image of the human being as somehow naturally driven to expanding their 
influence and opportunities and veritably incapable of resting satisfied. And, thus, we arrive at a 
hubristic caricature of ourselves as individuals who are nobly motivated by discontent; as a 
result, self-worth becomes tied to this stance of yearning dissatisfaction irrespective of the actual 
good produced by the posture of striving.  
The problem becomes more exacerbated when we take these ideas about striving forward 
until they become a normative standard by which we judge human agency and relative freedom. 
In their work on the theory of adaptive preferences, Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen 
inadvertently paved the way for a paternalistic response to instances of settling in human 
development work. I discuss adaptive preferences at length in my second chapter; nevertheless, it 
makes sense to speak about them here since the notion is central to understanding the extant 
arguments against reading contentment “straight,” so to speak. Nussbaum and Sen borrow the 
term “adaptive preferences” from political theorist Jon Elster’s study “Sour Grapes—
Utilitarianism and the Genesis of Wants” (1982). The article formulates a theory of the 
disingenuous nature of the enjoyment that comes with settling by drawing from one of Aesop’s 
fables, in which a fox realizes he cannot reach the grapes that he so desires, because they are too 
high up on the vine, and reacts by convincing himself that he never wanted those grapes anyway 
and rationalizing that the fruit is probably sour anyway. Alluding to this story, Elster coins the 
term ‘adaptive preferences’ to describe a shift in preferences that emerges in the wake of a forced 
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lowering of sights. Nussbaum and Sen run with this idea in their work on how to fight global 
injustice. They develop an understanding of basic human rights for all people and they argue that 
when individuals or groups do not take interest in these agreed-upon basic rights, then that is the 
result of a kind of oppression that warps self-worth and reduces that individual’s or that group’s 
sense that they are deserving of basic rights. The obvious problem with this approach is that it 
lends itself to assuming that 1.) you can observe people from afar and determine how much 
agency they do or do not have 2.) people who are oppressed can very quickly lose the ability to 
form and act upon valid value judgements about what is meaningful and what is worth pursuing 
in their lives. As I discuss at length in my second chapter, the use of this formulation of adaptive 
preferences in human development policy has since been criticized for its shortsightedness, for 
its problematic support of paternalistic intervention into the lives of autonomous adults, and for 
the degree to which the framework portrays individual agency and self-worth as pathetically 
fragile forces despite significant evidence to the contrary.  
 And yet there has been important movement in the allied fields of late—in a direction 
that could easily encourage a revaluation of contentment within scholarly communities including 
literary studies. In economics satisficing has been established as an alternative to maximizing. As 
I mentioned earlier, the philosopher of science Daniel S. Milo has written a forthcoming 
monograph that is entitled Good Enough: The Tolerance for Mediocrity in Nature and Society 
(2019), in which he takes issue with the fact that “[o]ptimization, competitiveness, and 
innovation have become the watchwords of Western societies,” when “their role in human 
lives—as in the rest of nature—is dangerously overrated” (“About This Book”).22 Because Milo 
believes that this overemphasis on ‘optimization, competitiveness, and innovation” derives from 
the fact that “the theory of evolution through natural selection has acquired the trappings of an 
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ethical system,” Milo’s book attempts to disrupt the sway of Darwinism by attending to the areas 
of the natural world for which this theory fails to provide a good account. The result is that his 
reader will come to understand that “[i]mperfection is not just good enough: it may at times be 
essential to survival” (“About This Book”). Avram Alpert recently published an essay in the New 
York Times entitled “The Good-Enough Life,” which he explains in the “About” section of his 
personal website represents his initial foray into the subject of a similarly titled “academic trade 
book...which argues that contemporary global culture is too dominated by a desire for greatness 
for the few and lacks a conception of what a ‘good enough life’ for all would be.” In the epilogue 
to the dissertation, I engage with Alpert’s nascent project—honing in on the obvious challenges 
inherent in his attempt to replace a model of individual striving with a collective one based in 
adequacy and well-being. In an even more basic way, there is recent work on the problem with 
narratives of meritocratic ascent that makes it a bit more difficult for those within the academy to 
distance themselves from some responsibility for the forces of inequity within American society. 
In this vein, Listen, Liberal!, or, Whatever Happened to the Party of the People? (2016) by 
political analyst Thomas Frank and social scientist Richards Reeves’s Dream Hoarders: How the 
American Middle Class Is Leaving Everyone Else in the Dust, Why That Is a Problem, and What 
to Do About It (2017) will certainly occasion thoughtful self-examination if nothing else.  
 I’d like to give more detailed attention to one scholar who has recently taken up the 
concept of contentment: philosopher Cheshire Calhoun. Calhoun devotes an entire chapter of her 
monograph Doing Valuable Time: The Present, the Future, and Meaningful Living (2018) to the 
phenomenon of “being content with imperfection” (146). Doing Valuable Time advances a 
subjectivist account of meaningful living that highlights the human penchant for evaluating and 
assigning value to things in the context of our temporally embedded lives. Calhoun argues that 
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meaning is forged through the choices we make about how to spend our time: by this account, an 
individual life accrues meaning when it consists of “expending your life’s time on ends that, in 
your best judgment, you take yourself to have reason to value for their own sake and thus to 
expend your life’s time on” (46). Because Calhoun’s project involves redefining meaningfulness 
as a factor of how an individual elects to spend their time, she gives significant thought to the 
everyday process of counterfactual evaluation, by which individuals imagine alternatives to their 
presents, pasts, and futures. “There is,” Calhoun notes, “a bias built into being an evaluator 
toward imagining the better that could have been, and thus toward the counterfactual thinking 
that supports discontent” (163).23 This is where contentment comes into play as a virtue for 
Calhoun. Putting a secularized spin on eighteenth-century Christian morality, this philosopher 
argues that there is good that can come from the conscious control of the inclination to feel 
discontent as a default response to perceived imperfections. 
 Calhoun’s working definition of contentment is “an emotional attitude connected with 
good-enough judgments, a disposition to counterfactual thinking, value appreciation, and a 
practical attitude” (167). Importantly, Calhoun sets contentment apart from the kind of positive 
thinking that papers over or attempts to transmute the negative elements of a current situation 
into positive elements through positive (read: delusional) thinking (148). Contentment is not 
about ignoring or transforming the negative but about appreciating the good within admittedly 
imperfect situations. For Calhoun, that is, contentment is not an answer to the question “ ‘What 
ought I to do given the imperfection of the present?’ ” but rather an answer to the more 
disposition-related question “ ‘Ought I to adopt an expectation frame that enables appreciation of 
the goods in my imperfect present situation?’ ” (168). Although Calhoun advocates for a 
subjectivist account because she claims that “agent-independent values conception[s] of 
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meaningfulness” fail to apply to the life of an average individual who may not be engaged in 
objectively laudable or important activities, it is clear from her elaboration in this chapter that her 
account of the virtue of contentment has the relatively privileged in mind (20).24 The main target 
for this defense of contentment is, it seems, fellow academics. Clarifying her intended audience 
for the defense of contentment as a virtue, Calhoun writes that this difference between what 
action you might take and what attitude you might have to imperfections is key especially for 
“the privileged (as academics are)” who are “criticizable for employing socially comparative 
expectation frames narrowly focused on their similarly privileged peers, and for ‘murmuring and 
reining’ about woes local to the privileged” (168). Such a move, of course, limits the reach of 
Calhoun’s investigation of the phenomenon of contentment—rendering it an erudite version of 
the familiar count-your-blessings type of moralizing. 
 Despite the narrow nature of Calhoun’s intended audience, her theory of contentment as a 
virtue is thought-provoking in many ways. Perhaps most notably, Calhoun provides a defense of 
contentment against those, like Sunstein, “who criticize contentment as the enemy of appropriate 
striving” (166). As Calhoun rightfully notes, far from being “incompatible with being motivated 
to improve one’s condition,” contentment is often contingent on the relative impermanence of a 
certain situation (166). In the philosopher’s own words: 
To be content with one’s present condition sometimes just means being satisfied with 
how the temporal unfolding of events has proceeded so far. Thus, although contentment’s 
good enough judgement is a reason not to strive to alter the present, one should keep in 
mind that conditions that are good enough now may only be good enough under the 
assumption that they are not enduring conditions. (166 – 167)  
 
This is, I think, a crucial reminder of the temporality of settling. In my second chapter, for 
example, I contemplate how literary depictions of contentment encourage us to equate temporary 
acceptance with the permanent cessation of striving for improvement. To a certain degree, this 
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fallacious way of attributing permanence to contentment makes sense; after all, characters and 
personas rarely give scholars the opportunity to sit and wait and see how things play out. If the 
book is over—or if the poem has come to its last line—no amount of patience on our part will 
enable us to determine whether an individual will remain content with situations that we suspect 
are subpar into the future.  
 Like most scholars (philosophers, literary critics, and economists) who pen an 
exploration of the various arguments in defense of settling or the acceptance of what is good 
enough, Calhoun directly attends to the charge of injustice and complacency that are often 
leveled against those who delineate positive aspects of alternatives to aspirational striving. In 
discussing instances where contentment is “ ‘not a good thing’,” Calhoun cites adaptive 
preferences as “an important qualification” to her assertion that “a disposition to employ 
contentment-promoting expectation frames is to be a virtue” (165). Calhoun firmly states that her 
endorsement of contentment as a virtue “will have to be restricted to morally eligible expectation 
frames” (165). Calhoun goes on to note that criticism would be warranted for “those who have 
internalized their socially subordinate status” to the extent that they employ “a normatively 
distorted frame that no one should use” (165). Here, Calhoun explains that “[s]ome adaptive 
preferences, for example, depend on wrongly diminished normative expectations: women, the 
poor, and lower castes may believe they ought not to expect to be free from deprivation and 
abuse, and so ought not regard their condition as not good enough” (165). As I will discuss at 
length in chapter two, there are strong philosophical and policy-oriented reasons for not taking 
this approach to adaptive preferences: there is good reason to avoid making adaptive preferences 
a limiting case on the value of contentment.   
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 Fortunately, we have the work of a new generation of social philosophers in Rosa 
Terlazzo and Serene Khader, with whom I engage extensively in my second chapter, to provide 
us with ways of thinking about adaptive preferences that remain thoughtful and aware of social 
injustice but that don’t err on the side of paternalism. While it is helpful to trace the origins of the 
normative morality that underpins most literary critical work, it is nonetheless important to pave 
a way forward that will allow for appropriate exploration of the value of contentment—using 
these recent forays into the subject in the allied fields as an impetus (and guide) for treating this 
topic as one worthy of scholarly investigation. Just as literary studies previously cross-pollinated 
with allied fields, we can productively analyze contentment by drawing on current revisions to 
the theories and concepts that likely helped to enshrine a bias against contentment within the 
Western intellectual tradition. Such interdisciplinary work should not be viewed as merely a fun 
or au courant thing to do; rather, literary studies as a field stands to benefit from this kind of 
engagement as it seeks to remain a contender for influence and respect in the twenty-first 
century.   
 For one thing, to persist in problematizing displays of satisfaction of this kind requires a 
good deal of intentional misreading because in many instances the literary texts themselves (if 
not necessarily the authors who composed them) offer support for a positive articulation of 
contentment.25 As teachers we may risk contributing to the already strong inclination among 
students to go without reading (and re-reading) assigned texts. This is to say that by being so 
rigid in our devotion to normative ethical categories, we may inadvertently invite students to 
abandon the process of laboring over assigned texts because the dismantling of ethically 
unedifying states like contentment can be adequately done with only cursory textual knowledge. 
As scholars we risk boredom if we insist on adopting a suspicious stance toward contentment 
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and continue to reflexively reiterate the intrinsic good of striving in our critical accounts of texts. 
Here, it is useful to recall Rita Felski’s general words of caution regarding the fatigue and 
perspectival narrowing that could result from the field’s continued obeisance to the hermeneutics 
of suspicion in The Limits of Critique (2016).26 Perhaps more importantly, I believe our 
relevance as a source of incisive cultural analysis may eventually be jeopardized if continue our 
stance of moral condemnation toward contentment. For these reasons and more, I contend that 
literary critics need to task themselves with trying to understand contentment—not despite but 
because of the various challenges it poses to some of our most cherished social values. Without 
diminishing the relevance of discontent and dissatisfaction and the important role they play in 
propelling individuals to overcome inertia and attempt to alter their circumstances, it is crucial 
that we begin to explore in earnest less apparently ennobling human tendencies such as the 
preference for familiarity, the attraction to effortlessness, and even the allure of codependency. It 
bears acknowledging that literary studies is a research-based professional field that is (in theory, 
at least) almost uniquely free to contemplate such things, since we are not tasked with crafting 
airtight policy papers or implementing on-the-ground social reforms. In exploring contentment, 
then, we are able to be both nuanced and suggestive: while seeking to understand the value of 
settling and other related phenomena we do not have to condone these practices wholesale but 
can, instead, make a case for the way that examining fictionalized (often hyperbolic) displays of 
human preferences that diverge from the striving imperative can make us more mentally and 
philosophically agile when we reflect on our dominant value system.  
 With this aim in mind, the three subsequent chapters of this dissertation explore three 
phenomena that cannot be understood without some schema for contentment as a viable 
quotidian complement to unequivocal striving. These phenomena are commonly occurring 
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within twenty-first century society—they may even be the subject of frequent informal analysis 
within popular culture outlets. And yet—despite this relevance of these phenomena, the bias 
against contentment within literary studies has rendered them difficult to discuss within literary 
criticism—or, at least, difficult to discuss in non-morally-condemnatory terms. In the first 
chapter, I explore the phenomenon of embracing objectification as a way of circumventing a 
broken meritocratic system of earning value through the conversion of individual potential into 
professional success. The second chapter examines the phenomenon of settling for an imperfect-
but-familiar option in personal relationships. Here the question becomes how to reconcile such 
apparently problematic decisions with the model of individual agency that has been favored by 
the American academy, in which healthy preference formation is necessarily bound up in self-
interest and the pursuit of individualized growth and development. The third and final of these 
three chapters deals with the raced and gendered expression of exhaustion and the search for a 
legitimate model of individual relaxation and restorative idleness in the context of a moral 
imperative to exercise self-sacrifice and strive for collective racial justice. Each of these three 
studies illustrates a way in which the field could benefit (in terms of increased contemporary 
relevance but also an expanded repertoire of conversations) from internalizing a more capacious 
conceptualization of contentment.  
Chapter Summaries 
 My first chapter, “Reading Beyond Potential” enlists Harold Frederic’s novel The 
Damnation of Theron Ware (1896) to explore the negative patterns of thought and action that 
come to dominate in a society where contentment does not exist as a viable possibility. In the 
world of Frederic’s novel, individuals have so thoroughly internalized the aspirational ideal that 
they remain in thrall to striving despite mounting evidence that undermines the presumed 
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connection between effort and results. Indeed, The Damnation distinguishes itself from more 
canonical novels of the period that also deal with the travails of upward mobility, such as The 
Rise of Silas Lapham (1885) and Sister Carrie (1900). In the society Frederic creates in this 
novel, there can be no sensible modification of goals and no complete exit from striving (e.g. 
through definitive failure or suicide). In such a context, I contend, Theron Ware’s flitting 
fantasies of a place where an imperfect, unearned appreciation replaces the effortful gains of 
aspirational striving make a great deal of sense. Furthermore, I demonstrate that the critical 
response to the novel has consistently failed to recognize the absurdity of the sociocultural scene 
Frederic depicts in large part because a normative morality tacitly informs much thinking in the 
field. That is, scholars approach the novel from a framework in which the quest for individual 
advance and goal-driven improvement take automatic precedence over competing human needs.  
 With my second chapter, “Confronting the Problem of Enough: Adaptive Preferences and 
Contented Settling,” I turn to a selection of postbellum literary works that feature fictional 
landscapes in which sufficiency and contentment are presented as viable options. The literary 
sites treated in my second chapter don’t simply model the pernicious effects of effortful striving; 
rather, they exemplify what kinds of lives—what types of human connections and approaches to 
daily existence—must be excised, or portrayed as somehow misguided, to maintain the 
dominance of the normative framework for interpreting the preferences of human agents. 
Specifically, I examine the female protagonists at the center of Kate Chopin’s “Madame 
Célestin’s Divorce” (1894) and Henry James’s “The Beast in the Jungle” (1903) and show how 
these two characters can be distinguished from similar settling women Jane and Irene in 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “Through This” (1893) or Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), 
respectively. While the latter two texts encourage readers to view the displays of contented 
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settling as disingenuous—mere masks for discontent and oppression, Chopin and James create 
fictional universes that push past the suspicious response to settling to ask provocative but 
essential questions about the presumptuous enterprise of judging the life choices of other human 
beings. As such, this pair of turn-of-the-century texts—i.e. “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” and 
“The Beast in the Jungle” anticipate current debates among social theorists and policy experts as 
to how to assess and address well-being and welfare in American society—especially as this 
process entails judging preferences that are seen as maladaptive or irrational when compared to 
self-interested striving. This chapter uses extra-disciplinary theories to probe what is at stake in 
reading contentment as contentment: what eventualities and considerations—political, 
sociocultural, ethical, or moral—motivate readers to problematize displays of enoughness or 
sufficiency? Drawing on recent work on “adaptive preferences,” I elucidate a more rigorous 
mode of interpreting instances of self-circumscribed possibility within literary texts—especially 
when those situations feature gendered bodies that are understood to be vulnerable to oppression. 
 The third chapter addresses the way the field’s bias against contentment shapes the 
process of literary recovery. Entitled “ ‘Ambition’s Painful Sighs’: Alice Dunbar-Nelson, 
Exhaustion, and the Dream of Self-Care,” this final study aims to move the conversation on 
author/teacher/activist Alice Dunbar-Nelson beyond the scholarly and pedagogical favoritism 
shown to her politically-engaged writing. More specifically, I put under-analyzed poems and 
narratives by the author—“The Idler,” “A Common Plaint,” “Little Roads,” “In 
Unconsciousness,” and The Confessions of a Lazy Woman—in conversation with other writing 
from the same time in which Dunbar-Nelson emphasizes her exhaustion to make the case for a 
re-examination of Dunbar-Nelson’s engagement with the topics of idleness and unproductivity. 
To a certain extent, my analysis of Dunbar-Nelson continues the work of Kate Adams, Sandra 
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Zagarell, and Caroline Gebhard, who attempted to reintroduce Dunbar-Nelson’s life and work to 
the twenty-first century critical milieu with their collaboration on the 2016 Legacy special issue 
on this author. Like this trio of scholars, I firmly “believe that Alice Dunbar-Nelson is a crucial 
figure for our contemporary moment” and “a writer who will reward the attention we bring to her 
by necessitating new approaches” (Adams et al. 216, emphasis in the original). The scenes of 
idleness and unproductivity that I examine are, in my reading, part of the author’s call for a 
principle of self-care to combat the mental and physiological depletion that are felt as a result the 
combination of racial prejudice and the personal that racial uplift philosophy offered to help 
middle-class African American women combat said prejudice: an image of femininity defined by 
moral strength and self-effacing commitment to the collective good. Dunbar-Nelson’s struggle to 
navigate the gap between this otherwise empowering persona and her personal needs has 
important parallels to present-day conversations about the Strong Black Woman schema and the 
challenge of reconciling this schema with a practice of self-care.  
 My dissertation concludes with an epilogue, in which I put my work in the context of 
recent efforts to initiate a turn toward humility within the practice of literary criticism. In this 
short final section, Dana Nelson’s recent essay “We Have Never Been Anti-Exceptionalists” 
provides me with a foundation for speaking about the call for nineteenth-century American 
literary scholarship that is simultaneously less politically self-important and, with the assist of an 
infusion of social scientific research, more aware of the internal biases of the academic research 
we produce. I engage with Nelson in a manner that surfaces what I would identify is the broader 
payoff of a project like mine
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CHAPTER 1: READING BEYOND POTENTIAL  
  
 Harold Frederic’s novel The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896) centers upon a young 
man, Theron Ware, whose upbringing has bound him in belief to the aspirational narrative that 
with vigilant application to self-improvement an individual of humble origins may 
meritocratically advance to a position of relative material comfort and social influence. Much has 
happened to lead Theron to the moment when readers meet him as he awaits his assignment at an 
annual conference for Methodist ministers. Prior to the commencement of the narrative action, 
Theron has left his family farm to seek an education and attend divinity school. He has wed 
Alice, a woman who many thought out of his league, and he and his young wife have been bailed 
out of the debt they racked up during their first year of married life on a small-town minister’s 
salary. The bulk of the novel treats Theron’s adjustment to his surroundings in the wake of his 
assignment to the town of Octavius. In this new place, readers follow along as Theron becomes 
acquainted with eccentric townspeople and chafes under the money-grubbing tendencies of the 
local Methodist organization. Most significantly, for the purposes of my analysis, it is in 
Octavius that the young minister first displays significant frustration with the imperative to 
relentlessly cultivate individual potential. Drama ensues as Theron frantically courts 
opportunities to experience relief from this ideological mandate that is the sine qua non of the 
march of American upward mobility. At the novel’s end, Theron has decided to leave the 
ministry to pursue a career in real estate out West, with some help—in the way of contacts and 
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inspiration—from the debt-raiser Sister Soulsby. Chastened by the fallout of his attempt to be 
free from the now-familiar (thankless) grind, Theron’s closing vision of the future nonetheless 
betrays his enduring longing for respite from continued striving. 
 Today the novel sits comfortably at the periphery of mainstream literary studies—
occasionally gracing the syllabus of an American literature course and making only infrequent 
appearances in scholarly publications; however, in its own time, The Damnation enjoyed an 
impressive magnitude of public readerly engagement and positive critical attention. When the 
book was first released in 1896, it garnered wide appeal. In England (where Frederic was living 
and writing at the time), the novel became a bestseller; publishers’ reports from the period reveal 
that the novel went into “four printings” in just the first three months on the British market 
(Briggs 102).27 Stateside, the book’s American publisher Stone and Kimball “could hardly keep 
up with the demand for copies,” and prominent “book-buyers” named The Damnation “one of 
the ten best-selling books of the year” (Briggs 102; Ziff 212). Iconic figures, from Hamilton 
Wright Mabie to reviewers for publications like The Literary Digest, discussed the bumbling 
trajectory of Frederic’s protagonist in periodical features aimed at those interested in accruing 
cultural capital through exposure to quality works of literature.28   
 Perhaps most flattering for Frederic, given his volatile relationship with the bigwigs of 
transatlantic literary culture, his fourth novel became a favorite among established authors and 
thinkers, who functioned as tastemakers for the exclusive creative realm. Briggs chronicles the 
way that “readers as diverse as Lady Asquith and Israel Zangwill thought it the best novel of the 
year”: the former was a writer in her own right but also (at the time she was praising Frederic’s 
book) the wife of the British Prime Minister; the latter was a British author whose work and 
political activism were at the forefront of efforts to improve Jewish life (102). The letters of 
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Oscar Wilde reveal that the author requested a copy of The Damnation to read while in prison, 
and former Prime Minister William Gladstone even volunteered to blurb the British edition of 
the book (Briggs 102-103). Although he delayed public comment on the book until a year after it 
was published, the arbiter of realism William Dean Howells weighed in on the merits of the 
work in a lengthy treatment of The Damnation, which was published in Munsey’s Magazine in 
1897 (105). Despite this contemporaneous critical success, however, Frederic’s status as an 
author of importance has steadily declined with the passage of time. Excepting the occasional 
reference from big names like Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
substantive interest in Frederic’s erstwhile hit novel has withered as the reading public and the 
literary critical establishment appear entirely uninterested in a work that had once been held as 
an exemplar of literary achievement.29  
 By most accounts, the only marked resurgence of interest in the novel occurred among 
literary scholars in the 1960s, when an array of monograph treatments of Frederic were 
published—by Thomas F. O’Donnell and Hoyt C. Franchere (1961), Austin Briggs Jr. (1969), 
Stanton Gardner (1969), and Edmund Wilson (1970). Much of the material produced during this 
time benefited from the sheer quantity of content that was generated by an earlier project: a 
dissertation on Frederic that was completed by Paul Haines in 1945. Haine’s mission was to 
produce a revisionist interpretation of Frederic’s oeuvre: the dissertation, in its author’s own 
words, was envisioned as an “accurate reappraisal of Frederic’s fiction” that would serve to 
complicate the simple narratives that circulated about this nineteenth-century author’s views and 
the thematic takeaway of his fictional writing (6). To do this, Haines undertook serious primary 
material research which included conducting in-person interviews with Frederic’s 
contemporaries in the author’s hometown of Utica, NY, corresponding with the friends Frederic 
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made during his years in London, and reading and making sense of a large body of the author’s 
journalistic output (1).30  
 Critical work on Frederic published during the sixties often reflects on that moment as 
renaissance for literary critical interest in this author. For instance, in a chapter on Frederic that 
appears in the 1966 study The American 1890s: Life and Times of a Lost Generation, Larzer Ziff 
predicts that “after a submerged existence of half a century, during which [The Damnation] was 
read by writers but by few others, it is again prominent and seems assured of its deserved place 
as a minor American masterpiece” (212). Others acknowledged the import of the moment but 
were less sanguine as to the enduring nature of this renewed interest in Frederic. Briggs, for 
example, adopts a proleptically elegiac tone as he forecast Frederic’s eventual return to 
irrelevance:  
[Stephen] Crane, after sleeping in near oblivion for a time and then suffering a period of 
resurrection as an American Chatterton, is very much alive and present today. But Harold 
Frederic, unless the interest of the 1960’s abides, seems doomed to play the Flying 
Dutchman of American literature. Over the decades he has been enthusiastically sighted 
again and again, only to disappear into fogs of obscurity. (106-107)  
 
Despite a bump in article-length critical attention to Frederic’s work in the 1980s and 90s, which 
was likely spurred by the publication of scholarly editions of three of Frederic’s novels, the 
pessimists predicted correctly. Today, to write about Frederic’s bestselling hit The Damnation 
can be a risky enterprise.31 For young scholars especially, to treat this novel extensively can err 
dangerously close to an eccentric pet project, as I found out when I submitted an article-length 
treatment of this novel to the journal Nineteenth-Century Literature. Amid an otherwise positive 
set of reviews of my manuscript were sprinkled passing references to the minor status of The 
Damnation and its author. The three anonymous readers interspersed their complimentary 
assessments of my analysis and prose style with qualifications in the form of cautious reminders 
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about the novel’s “quasi-canonical” or “relatively minor status” and knowing nods to the work’s 
absence from current conversations—e.g. one reader referred to the work as “Harold Frederic’s 
still too rarely discussed 1896 novel.”  
 On multiple fronts, though, the fact that The Damnation has fallen out of mainstream 
critical discussions makes little sense. For one thing, The Damnation does not present the same 
(stylistic, generic) challenges to recuperation that we see in the case of many of the erstwhile 
popular novels that were recovered by Jane Tompkins during the 80s.32 This is to say that, while 
sentimental literary hits like Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) or Elizabeth 
Stuart Phelps’s The Gates Ajar (1868) required significant framing and effortful scholarly 
legitimation in order to collect their just deserts in the form of respectful critical engagement on 
the part of scholars and students of American literature, The Damnation is both popular in its day 
and psychologically engaging in the manner that Tompkins argues appeals to the modern day 
gatekeepers of the Americanist.33  This suggestion is not intended to malign the importance of 
sentimentalism to nineteenth-century American literary history, nor does this observation preface 
a chapter that will establish Frederic’s present-day importance by uncovering within his best-
selling novel the generic hallmarks of proto-modernity. Instead, my point here is just to 
emphasize that certain traditional barriers to canon expansion are not particularly relevant in the 
case of The Damnation. The thematic conundrum of the novel is perfectly apt for our present-day 
moment, in an American society that boasts a Teflon devotion to the meritocratic myth of 
upward mobility and an unwavering commitment to the determination of value through the 
extrication of individual potential. Thematically speaking, that is, the novel’s investigation of the 
ideology of aspiration is naturally relatable to the moment at hand—to everyday existence as a 
young adult in a period that many have labeled our country’s Second Gilded Age. Strapped with 
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shameful debt and frustrated with the infinite deferral of gratification involved in professional 
aspiration, Theron strikes a pose almost too familiar. So, what gives: Why does discussion of this 
timely work of American fiction remain so minimal? 
 This chapter elevates Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896) to a central place  
in American literature of the long nineteenth century by highlighting the unique way in which 
the novel participates in ongoing critiques of both the American aspirational ideal and the 
ideology of potential used to justify this way of thinking. More specifically, I show how the 
novel provides insight into the problems created by the widespread commitment to the 
aspirational mandate by presenting us with a case in which the gospel of self-improvement is a 
force that creates not exciting vistas of possibility but narrowing modes of creating self-worth 
that result in great cruelty and psychic damage for the individuals in question. The fictional 
world of The Damnation is best understood as a heightened version of Gilded Age reality where 
most facets of human experience are saturated with the future-oriented logic of latent potential. 
As a result, the cultural commitment to striving affects how human beings calculate individual 
value and distribute attention and care—both in the professional workplace and in the home. 
Theron’s struggles to distinguish himself professionally prompt readers to consider a limit case 
that isn’t often discussed: in a society where individual worth is determined by the successful 
extrication of latent potential, what happens when the returns never arrive? Not only does The 
Damnation provide a valuable refutation of the myth of entirely meritocratic ascent, but it also 
provides literary critics with an opportunity to see the way this tired notion of liberal selfhood 
plays a major (but often tacit) role in our approach to texts. It is my hope that the chapter will 
demonstrate the way in which the ideology of aspiration works to narrow our perspective on the 
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world and make us (unwittingly) masochistically stingy where our ideas about human valuing 
are concerned.  
Theron in the Land of Academies and Success Manuals 
 
 Despite the fact that readers learn early on in The Damnation that the novel’s title 
character has fought “a strenuous battle to get away from the farm and achieve such education as 
should serve to open to him the gates of professional life,” most critics neglect this facet of the 
character’s prehistory and the role that it plays in the action that follows (Frederic 17). In a 
representative fashion, Luther Luedtke disingenuously suggests that the serious problems with 
which Theron wrestles during the novel emerge only after his resettlement to Octavius. 
Luedtke’s account, which sets the first section of Frederic’s novel apart as a study of the 
protagonist as of yet untainted by dooming influences, locates the main source of the negative 
forces that shape this innocent’s life experiences in Sister Soulsby, who Luedtke depicts “as a 
Mephistophelean tempter of Theron’s soul and a minion of spiritual darkness” (84).34 While 
Luedtke admits that the early (pre-Octavius) Theron “evinces various potentially crippling 
weaknesses of man—ambition, vanity, the capacity for self-deception,” this critic reminds us that 
at this early stage in his life the young minister “retains his sense of humor, his affection for 
Alice, his concern with the life of the spirit, and his manhood” (87). What the article, then, 
generally indicates is that Theron would have done just fine were it not for the introduction of 
Sister Soulsby and her husband who work in tandem to warp the young minister’s mind and 
then, “[h]aving planted their seeds at the mid-point of the novel…retire” having precipitated 
Theron’s eventual spiritual fall and his lamentable state at the novel’s conclusion (87). And yet 
the evidence does not bear out such an oversimplification of the protagonist’s trajectory. The 
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‘seeds’ of Theron’s sorrows are sown much more innocuously without the help of any singular 
Faustian figure—and well before Theron comes in contact with this pair of jaded debt raisers.  
  As we shall see, the sources of the young minister’s suffering are diffuse. They are, 
perhaps more accurately, described as ambient in the very cultural air as Theron first becomes 
determined to extricate himself from the provincial cares of the family farm as a boy. Rather than 
setting up a false binary between ambition and dedication to religious work, Frederic’s language 
makes the two categories inseparable from the beginning; for example, he describes Theron’s 
adolescent spiritual awakening in terms that tie the Christian pursuit to the quest for earthbound 
advancement when he writes that “the later wave of religious enthusiasm which caught him up as 
he stood on the borderland of manhood…swept him off into a veritable new world of views and 
aspirations” (17, emphasis mine). The ideal of advancement through aspiration is, likewise, 
nurtured by Theron’s interpersonal relationships with people who observe his progress and 
encourage him in his goals. Included among this social network is Theron’s wife, whose 
affection for her husband is inextricably connected to the eventual realization of his professional 
aims. After completing divinity school, Theron meets and then marries Alice during his first 
ministerial assignment. With zeal, his wife takes on the role of professional cheerleader. Alice 
provides Theron with a steady stream of encouragement while he completes his second 
ministerial position in Tyre, a place where he develops an abiding love for the thrill of writing 
and delivering sermons but also runs up significant debt. As the newly married couple meet with 
financial trouble in the third year of Theron’s residency in Tyre, the confidence of a benefactor—
of the likes that might grace the pages of a Horatio Alger novel—has the effect of renewing, 
rather that humbling or at the very least modifying, the couple’s confidence in Theron’s future 
professional success.35 Beekman’s generous “desire to wipe off all their old scores for them, and 
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give them a fresh start in life,” produces gratitude but more notably a redoubled optimism as 
Alice and Theron read this benevolent act of charity as an endorsement of their guiding belief in 
Theron’s potential, i.e. their sense that “he had within him the making of a great pulpit orator” 
(21). In the wake of this “amazing windfall,” the young minister, thus, intensifies his 
commitment to his craft and labors in service of someday fulfilling his aspirations for distinction 
in the field. With a diligence of self-tutelage that recalls America’s favorite autodidact Benjamin 
Franklin, Theron proceeds “with resolute purpose,” in his attempt “to puzzle out and master all 
the principles which underlie this art [of sermonic oration], and all the tricks that adorn its 
superstructure” (21). A certain monomania is evident in this stretch of Theron’s career as the 
mysteries of the art of oration become the central focus of his professional learning and also the 
centerpiece of his domestic conversations. We read that, during this period of time, Theron 
“studied [the art of the sermon], fastened his thoughts upon it, talked daily with Alice about it” 
spurned on by “an ambition, at once embittered and tearfully solicitous” (21).    
 The farmer’s son who climbs the ranks of social status by attending divinity school is a 
familiar character in nineteenth-century American literature. Examples of these striving young 
men from rural beginnings grace the pages of novels and short stories of the period with just one 
example being Mr. Lang in Mary Wilkins Freeman’s “A Poetess” (1891), who is described as “a 
young man—a country boy who had worked his way through a country college” (157). By 
fashioning Theron in this established type, Frederic certainly does conjure up “the theme of 
initiation of the innocent with all of its American Adamic overtones,” as scholars like Allen Stein 
have suggested in their readings of The Damnation (23). Nevertheless, the more specific 
resonance of this archetype is missed when Theron’s character is reduced to the status of “an 
innocent from the country, who undergoes a shattering experience by coming in contact with 
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more subtle people who are at home in an urban world” (Stein 24). Like Luedtke’s assertion that 
Theron is undone by Sister Soulsby’s perverse influence, readings that, like Stein’s, force Theron 
into the available mold of the idealistic ingénue crushed in an attempt to traverse the “town-
country” divide dangerously elide the particularities of Theron’s background (24). Stein, for 
example, puts Theron into the same category as Hawthorne’s Robin (from “My Kinsman, Major 
Molineux,” which was published in 1852) and Melville’s Wellingborough Redburn and Pierre 
Glendinning, but the parallels are limited. A veritable sociocultural chasm divides these young 
men from Frederic’s protagonist: the latter possesses neither an estate to inherit nor a family 
back home invested in his pursuits and willing to recommend him to a military leader abroad. By 
fashioning Theron as an upwardly mobile farmer’s son, Frederic taps into a chain of nationally-
specific sociocultural associations that are distinct from the more general narrative of the 
greenhorn’s transition from innocence to experience.  
 What should quickly become apparent from the historical overview that follows is the 
degree to which the motivations that drive Theron throughout The Damnation are a product of 
ideological indoctrination. That is to say that the young minister’s commitment to striving and 
his dogged attempts to extricate his individual potential do not reflect some vague strain of 
romantic idealism; rather, Theron’s beliefs index the sedimentation of a system of values that 
was promoted nearly a century before the book takes place and then revitalized during the 
socioeconomic tumult of Gilded Age. By the time readers are introduced to Theron, he has 
already been steeped in the cultural curriculum of aspiration. For Theron, this initiation probably 
featured sustained exposure to two staples of nineteenth-century self-improvement culture. The 
first of these is the academy education system that catered to Americans of rural upbringing and 
stoked in them ambitions beyond the farmland, toward upward mobility, and (most importantly) 
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toward the possibility that latent within them was untapped potential. Secondly, Theron is 
undoubtedly shaped by Gilded Age efforts to salvage the enthusiasm for ambitious striving 
among middle-class rural folk amid the country’s jarring transition to a nation of corporations 
and widespread income inequality. This section of the chapter charts the ascent of the influential 
concept of potential from its early days at the center of the rural academy movement of the late 
eighteenth century to its informing role in the so-called “cult of success” that came to dominate 
near the end of the nineteenth-century (Opal 187).  
 In Beyond the Farm (2008), Jason Opal provides an insightful history of the early 
national origins of an organized pedagogical campaign aimed at ensuring the success of the 
nation by cultivating public aspirations in young people from humble origins.36 The academy, a 
private educational institution where students boarded away from their villages of origin, was 
born in the years following the 1789 ratification of the Constitution, at a time when influential 
cultural leaders were fearful about their young country’s future. As Opal demonstrates, men of 
power in the new nation realized that there would be little hope that the United States would be 
fit to contend with its European rivals if the young and able men of the nascent nation were 
encouraged to content themselves with the local concerns of life on the family farm. What was 
needed to create a powerful and vibrant citizenry was a way to redirect the attention of young 
people from provincial concerns and toward the aspirational search for public distinction on a 
larger scale. Central to this process was the recuperation of ambition, defined as the desire to 
exceed the station to which you were born. More specifically, the pioneers of the academy 
system tasked themselves with transforming the concept of ambition from an unsightly vice to an 
indispensable social virtue. “Individual ambitions, rightly cultivated, served national ends” in the 
eyes of these powerful “liberal reformers” (Opal 75). Striving for a role that exceeded that to 
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which one was born was ennobling and socially productive in this new context; indeed, the greed 
and narcisissim that usually attended ambition as it was construed in earlier times was replaced 
with the worthy aim of youthful application toward the end of securing “the elusive esteem of 
strangers more than the grounded respect of kin” (Opal 139). Wanting more in this context, 
while possibly painful for the parents of this first generation of farm-bred boys (and, to a lesser 
extent girls), was held up as the honorable thing to do in terms of the advancement of the nascent 
nation.37 The term “laudable ambition,” which crept into circulation during the period, helpfully 
stressed aspiration’s virtuous quality. 
 This nationalistic movement produced an enduring shift in the locus—and, to a lesser 
extent, the temporality—of individual personal worth. Whereas the value of a given child on the 
farm was determined by their output and labor, the reformers who created the American 
academy situated a child’s value in their future potential—in the child’s latent talents that could 
be extricated given the time and space for cultivation. The academy provided an environment 
where “status followed from relative achievement among relative strangers, from the mastery of 
skills that had potential value in society rather than immediate use in the homes” (Opal 110, 
emphasis mine). Educators at the academies touted the unearthing of inner potential and the 
pursuit of callings that would be realized on some imagined public stage of the future. Such 
emphases led to an endorsement of the active pursuit of skills and knowledge among the student 
population (27-28). Similarly, immediate utility and instant gratification took on a negative 
connotation—they were the markers of the coarse and the simple, those rural folk who lacked the 
vista and the creative verve to identify and nurture their latent potential. The ideal of self-reliance 
was thrown out and replaced with a pedagogical system of peer competition and emulation of 
exemplary figures of success; for example, instructors and headmasters invoked heads of state 
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and distinguished military leaders as models to spur pupils to success. 38 Within this new system, 
the prevailing belief was that young people could increase their present worth exponentially if 
they were encouraged to broaden their horizons—to cultivate a future-oriented vision of who 
they would become once they had cultivated their inborn potential. Aspirational drive was 
necessary because this process of development included honing what was beneath the surface; 
ambition was equally essential as it was ambition that allowed these young students to imagine a 
future where they assumed positions of importance within society at large. Rewards in the 
context of the academy take the form of external acknowledgement of inner resevoirs of 
potential: on a daily basis this positive reinforcement is doled out by teachers as privileges and 
praise for those who excel in in their coursework. Absent are the tamer, far more tacitly 
registered pleasures that attend the value structure of the family farm, such as self-sufficiency 
and a morally upright local reputation.39 Instead, the academy organized its schedule to include 
special gatherings such as the year-end exhibition were also designed to reward striving in an 
even more visible and satisifying manner. These pageants reinforced the academy’s mission of 
inspiring in students a new sort of social awareness—“a desire to merit the applause of 
strangers,” as Opal so aptly puts it—as they featured an audience of townspeople assembled to 
watch exemplary students deliver oratorical presentations (117). 
 Frederic’s formative years bear the clear impress of the gospel of potential that the 
academy movement promulgated within the wider sociocultural milieu. By the time Frederic 
attended Utica’s Advanced School at age six, the pedagogical innovations of the academy had 
spread to other educational structures in rural America.40 Indeed, Frederic participated in many 
of the distinguishing rituals of the curriculum of laudable ambition during his years of formal 
schooling despite never setting foot in an academy. For example, as part of his graduation 
        
	
	 54	
“exercises” in 1871, the author (then fifteen) participated in a “ ‘Colloquy and Recitation’ ” 
which mirrored the kind of year-end exhibitions that were a major part of the meritocratic 
rewards of academy life (Haines 14).41 The academy’s program of improvement through 
emulation and its mandate that students seek out arenas beyond their immediate surroundings is 
evident in, among other things, Frederic’s decision to found “a military organization” with a 
group of his peers (15). Dubbed the Adjutant Bacon Cadets, after one of Utica’s homegrown war 
heroes, this troupe traveled to compete with young men from all over the state of New York, 
winning Frederic and his pals “fame” by dazzling audiences with their execution of “blindfold 
drills” (15). In his second novel, The Lawton Girl (1890), Frederic gave his upwardly mobile 
protagonist an academy background, perhaps revealing the author’s own desires to have attended 
one of these pre-professional institutions. Despite not matriculating through an academy, 
Frederic received a good deal of nurturing and prodding from a mother who early on predicted 
Frederic would join the ranks of those “who amounted to something in the world” even though 
he displayed a penchant for leisure that looked like laziness in the context of her industrious rural 
homestead (Haines 13). This maternal influence was supplemented by the expectations of others 
around him, including a local portrait artist George Pflanz and teachers who noted his natural 
penchant for artistic renderings. Undoubtedly what these mentors saw in Frederic influenced the 
young man’s decision to relocate to Boston at the age of seventeen, to attempt to prove himself 
as an artist (or, at least, artisan) on a grander scale.  
 At the same time that the author’s upbringing equipped him with a “confident and 
aggressive personal optimism,” Frederic’s life experiences instilled in him a necessary 
appreciation for the various pitfalls of the ambitious life (Haines 2). Although he projected 
confidence in his participation in Boston’s vibrant art scene, even trying to entice his mentor to 
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Boston by sending Pflanz “descriptions and sketches of pictures” in local art galleries and 
“urg[ing] him to come to the metropolis and make a career for himself,” in reality, Frederic 
seems to have recognized that he was unable to make it far away from home, in the big city. At 
the end of the year, he returned to Utica, where he started his career in earnest—not in the field 
of portraiture or photography but rather in journalism (42). After being hired by the Utica 
Observer, Frederic steadily worked his way up to the position of chief editorial writer by the age 
of twenty-four—gaining local popularity and connections along the way. Nevertheless, the 
author’s climb was punctuated by sudden and destabilizing setbacks that forced Frederic to 
remain ever aware of the volatility of the modern workplace and the way this unstable 
environment posed major challenges for young men driven by the aspirational narrative. For 
example, shortly after he rewarded the position of editor at the larger and more influential Albany 
Evening Journal, he was fired when the journal changed hands. After this dismissal, Frederic 
uprooted his family and moved to England to serve as a foreign correspondent for the New York 
Times. This relocation—which entailed starting all over, abroad—sedimented Frederic’s respect 
for the fragility of fame and his impatience with the oversimplified myths of self-determination 
in circulation in the period.  
 Frederic’s tempered attitude toward aspiration makes sense because the author came of 
age in a period when, as his most detailed biographer articulates, “the old morality, that a career 
was open to pious American talent, was...getting a much-needed gilding” (Haines 3). Growing 
up in the Gilded Age, Frederic was part of a generation that was destabilized by what Alan 
Trachtenberg describes as the “near-volcanic change” in American culture of the 1880s and 
1890s—a ‘change’ catalyzed by a collision between now “old ideals of selfhood, obligation, and 
reward” and “emerging systems and hierarchies,” which unsettled the beloved ideal of 
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meritocratic advancement (xiv).42 Having been nurtured on goals of self-determination and 
autonomy, middle-class men found themselves suddenly facing the reality of white collar wage 
work in a society being steered by a corrupt government. At the same time, corporations and 
mechanization were further upsetting cherished notions about the possibilities of upward 
mobility (Hilkey 117). The rural path to prosperity was also being destabilized as “waves of 
drought and pestilence, worldwide depression of farm prices, high interest rates, tight money 
supply, and arbitrary rates for the storage and transportation of crops all combined to produce a 
decline in farm incomes and a rise in farm failures, foreclosures, and farm tenancy” (Hilkey 
104). Setting out to make a living for oneself in such an environment could easily provoke 
paralyzing despair. Efforts to reinvigorate aspirational energies, directed at young men from 
backgrounds like Frederic’s, deemphasized the entrepreneurial spirit (which did not jive with 
precious moral precepts) and chose to focus, instead, on the importance of building character and 
cultivating willpower.  
 The campaign to brighten the mood of strivers was waged through the dissemination of 
success manuals in rural middle-class circles during the late nineteenth-century, a process Judy 
Hilkey details in Character is Capital: Success Manuals and Manhood in Gilded Age America 
(1997). Hilkey shows how the genre of the success manual, which had its moment between the 
years of 1870 and 1910, sought to combat widespread disillusionment with striving not by 
challenging the socioeconomic structures that were to blame for increasing income inequality but 
rather by altering the mindset of their target audience, made up of young people from humble 
backgrounds. “Against a backdrop of danger and gloom,” Hilkey explains, “success writers 
presented themselves as missionaries of enlightenment and hope”; more specifically, “they 
brought the good news that despite difficulties there was still ‘room at the top for those who 
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really tried’ ” (75). The authors of these manuals could serve as prophets of the possibilities of 
upward mobility because they had each lived this narrative of improbable ascent.43 From their 
positions in the esteemed professions, these ministers, lawyers, teachers, and doctors composed 
success manuals that mustered quotations and studies of exemplary lives to insist that morality of 
character (rather than depth of monetary reserves) were the key to climbing the social ladder. 
Peddling their “nonpecuniary notion of success,” the manuals goaded their readers to appreciate 
the way that difficult times provided men of the middle class with advantageous training of the 
mind and strengthening of the will (Hilkey 5). Like the founders of the academy movement a 
century earlier, success manuals encouraged parents to give their children the latitude to 
“discover their own aptitudes” (121). Unlike the violent break with familial tradition envisioned 
by the founders of the academy movement, success manuals of the late nineteenth century 
adopted more tactful ways to spur young men from simple beginnings to successful arenas of 
employment. Success writers framed the process of finding gainful employment in the modern 
world as the process of “ ‘choosing a calling’ ”; therefore, men should commit themselves to 
what they do best, even if that means, as it did for many, “leaving home in search of work with 
which they and their fathers had no experience and very little familiarity” (Hilkey 101). It is easy 
to see how the logic of potential would creep into such an equation. How is a young person to 
know what they are suited to do when they are pursuing employment for which they have no 
schema? What happens in such circumstances is that people around you divine that you have a 
knack for something and then your life becomes a matter of extricating that potential for 
greatness by “cultivating not only opportunity around them, but also that which was within” 
(103). Of course, this meant yet another process of trying to divine what was latent—to show 
external proofs of internalized, yet-unharness ability. And the pressure was on because, as 
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success manuals were quick to note, “ ‘you cannot do all, but you can do one thing well. You can 
surely find, then, the place and the work for which are you [sic] adapted, and, having found it, 
stick. Life is far too short to be spent in roaming’ ” (qtd. in Hilkey 100).  
  Success manual authors did not openly admit that the odds were stacked against their 
readers; nevertheless, between words of encouragement about discovering your true vocation and 
committing to self-improvement were distinct paroxysms containing advice of another kind 
entirely—arguments for settling, for hunkering down, for limiting one’s horizons. In discussing 
vocations, for instance, success manuals did not encourage young men to run off to the nearest 
city; rather, this genre consistently “recommended that young men take advantage of the 
circumstances and talents most immediately at hand, stick to the opportunities available in rural 
and small-town life, and depend upon the ‘school of experience’ [rather than costly higher 
education] as the best preparation for success” (Hilkey 102). Additionally, they tempered their 
emphasis on the personal responsibility to find one’s true calling with cautionary disclaimers that 
not all men, upon looking to their latent potential, would be blessed to “discover hidden genius 
or an exalted calling” (122). Rather than contribute to the growing disquiet among labor radicals, 
whose patience with the self-righteous oligarchs of the new industrial order was waning, success 
manuals, instead, chose to occasionally wax poetic on the virtues of “finding contentment with 
[one’s] place in life” (124). As Hilkey aptly comments, “it is one of the great paradoxes of the 
success manual, that a literature dedicated to offering advice and inspiration about how to find 
‘Fame and Fortune,’ ‘Success in Life,’ or ‘The Way to Win’ also made the case for accepting 
one’s lot in life, and not asking too much” (125). Of course, after a life spent pursing one’s 
calling in the monomaniacal way in which this same advice literature encouraged, it is 
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understandable that some young people found the transition between this pursuit and the decision 
to accept a life of anonymous drudge work confounding at best.  
 Although it has, surprisingly, not been previously stated, the ideological apparatus of 
aspiration (comprising a long arc from the pedagogical reforms of the academy to the success 
manual subscription services of the Gilded Age) forms the essential background to Theron’s 
plight. In part, Frederic’s protagonist reflects the inadvertent problems caused by the 
sedimentation of ‘laudable ambition’ a century after the academy’s emergence on the American 
scene. As Opal explains, even in the heyday of the academy, instructors and students quickly 
realized that the academy took a risk in encouraging pupils to work tirelessly to “reveal their 
personal talents and public spirit to people they did not know...to people who would never ask 
anything of them”; namely, in its attempt to create a more educated and active citizenry, the 
academy was using the appeal of future esteem as bait (Opal 139). The majority of students who 
came through the academy system would not achieve the kind of visibility for which they were 
prepared to vie and, therefore, they would eventually be left to pursue jobs that did not match 
their training or philosophical approach to the world. As Opal puts it, “by its very nature,” the 
preferred program of “ambition deprived personal striving of a concrete goal, dooming its carrier 
to a life of ceaseless efforts for immaterial rewards” and cultivating in deracinated young men 
like Theron “intense and daring—and unreachable—needs” (129). At sea amid the anxiety-
producing realities of the competitive world of work, Frederic’s young minister is a member of 
the generation of rural men that late ninenteenth-century success manuals attempted to reach and, 
ultimately, motivate. Indeed, the connection is made linguistically explicit when Frederic 
chooses to deploy the metaphorical arsenal of the manuals in his descriptions of Theron’s 
upwardly mobile striving—couching the daily struggle to process of distinguishing oneself 
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professionally in the language of military combat (Hilkey 78-79).44 While The Damnation does 
not offer an affirmative argument for the revival of contentment as a guiding social concept, the 
fictional world of Frederic’s novel certainly invites us to reckon with the societal ills engendered 
by the ideology of aspiration and pushes us to consider the senseless masochism that inevitably 
emerges in a national culture devoid of a theory of sufficiency to counterbalance aspirational 
striving.   
 By the end of the very first chapter of The Damnation, the scene is set for Theron’s 
disillusionment with the task of extricating his inner potential. While Theron remains stoic in the 
face of personal setbacks at this point in the novel, these early scenes provide readers with reason 
to doubt the efficacy of the protagonist’s continued dedication to the grind of upward mobility. 
At the very least, readers quickly grasp the difference between the artificially-created 
meritocracy of the academy, and the impersonal, excellence-indifferent distribution of rewards 
within the Methodist church system. Set on the final day of an annual conference of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, this opening chapter hones in on the collective mind of the 
Tecumseh congregation, who are anxiously awaiting the announcement of their pastoral 
assignment. Brimming with self-righteous nervous energy, they hope to “be fairly and honorably 
rewarded for [their] hospitality by being given the pastor of [their] choice,” who is none other 
than the novel’s titular character (at this point, just a name to readers) “The Reverend Theron 
Ware” (Frederic 5). This intensely personalized conception of the assignment process is 
completely dismantled by the narrator’s subsequent description of the scene in which budding 
clergymen become indistinguishable components, mere cogs in the institutional superstructure of 
the religious organization. As the elders charged with pairing pastors and congregations look 
“with gloomy and impersonal abstraction down upon the rows of blackcoated humanity spread 
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before them,” the young ministers in question respond “with pale, set faces,” which reinforce 
their absolute fungibility. Even the individualizing effect of names is undermined as the Bishop 
is described reading the list of assignments “mispronouncing words and repeating himself as if 
he were reading a catalogue of unfamiliar seeds” (7). The dehumanization of the scene reaches 
fullest expression in the reflections of the disappointed Tecumseh parishioners, who complain 
about their new assignment: “After all this outlay, all this lavish hospitality, all this sacrifice of 
time and patience in sitting through these sermons, to draw from the grab-bag nothing better 
than—a Tisdale!” (7). In addition to carrying a stigmatizing association with gambling, as a 
metaphor for the assignment process, the grab-bag communicates the notion of a system of value 
in which all participants are interchangeable: there is no change in value based on perceived 
variations in quality in this context; rather, the objects in a grab-bag are all assigned one value—
that of the small sum paid for a chance to play.45 The image, then, conveys the way in which the 
Methodist church flouts the notion of meritocratic advancement by, in effect, reducing all 
candidates to interchangeable trinkets in a vulgar carnival game. Even if Theron’s “ ‘sermon 
was…head-and-shoulder above all the others’,” as his wife Alice insists it was, the professional 
structures to which the titular character is beholden do not recognize quality or effort in a 
straightforward way (10).  
 Now, at this early point in the novel it seems entirely plausible that Theron might find a 
way to overlook the frustrating injustice of the larger organizational powers that govern his 
professional sphere by seeking out a kind of sustaining satisfaction in his developing relationship 
with his new congregation. Reflecting on the proceedings of the Nedahma Conference a bit later, 
Theron even decides for himself that he has “indeed come forth from the fire [of defeat] purified 
and strengthened” with redoubled commitment to his career in “the ministry to souls diseased” 
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(22). With mounting debt and a desire to see the fruits of his long application to personal 
improvement, Theron is unlikely to find his appointment in Octavius ideal; nevertheless, his 
enjoyment of the attention that comes with composing and delivering artfully crafted sermons, 
initially seems like it might provide some manner of contentment amid otherwise undesirable 
circumstances. After all, Theron has spent the last year of his appointment in Tyre attempting to 
master the arts of oratorical appeal, and here is a new congregation that (unlike the resentful 
people of Tyre, who Theron comes to hate) may be enthralled by their new minister’s 
performance at the pulpit. Unfortunately for Theron, this avenue for satisfaction, too, is blocked 
because soon after settling in to Octavius, the young minister realizes that the church’s elders 
intend to exert extensive influence over his behavior, which robs him of the kind of personal 
importance that derives from being the de facto leader of a congregation. From their first 
meeting, when the crotchety elders micromanage everything from his household’s dairy intake to 
his wife’s headware, Theron is made to realize that his influence in Octavius will be negligible. 
Indeed, Theron soon realizes that he will have to forfeit even the minor fulfillment he derived 
from eloquent sermonizing when, after delivering his first sermon to the Octavius congregation, 
one of the elders takes issue with Theron’s “introduction of an outlandish word like ‘epitome’—
clearly forbidden by the Discipline’s injunction to plain language understood of the people” 
(Frederic 35). 
 Theron’s professional struggles are complicated by the immense emphasis his wife Alice 
places on Theron’s aspirations. In fact, Alice often appears even more devoted to upward 
mobility and striving than her husband. From rural origins herself, she is product of her father’s 
success; his patriarchal accumulation of capital has paved the way for her ascent to an elevated 
situation in her adult life. Indeed, at the time she met Theron, Alice “was fresh from the 
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refinements of a town seminary,” where she had cultivated a reading habit and developed a 
reputation as a skilled piano player (Frederic 15). She is only “ ‘visiting’ ” in the countryside 
when Theron meets her; so out of place among the local girls with “her clothes, her manners, her 
way of speaking, the readiness of her thoughts and sprightly tongue”—that the surrounding 
simpletons “called ceaseless attention to her superiority by their deference and open-mouthed 
admiration” (15-16). On the most basic level, Alice’s belief in the efficacy of ambition is only 
natural because her own situation in life has provided ample evidence that hard work and effort 
pay off in the long run. Her father’s rise is her proof. But there is an additional important factor 
that contributes to her insistence that her husband exert himself till he ascends to his rightful 
station in society: Alice took a risk when she agreed to marry Theron. Indeed, although Frederic 
alludes to the matter only elliptically, Alice’s father and brother strongly opposed her decision to 
marry a penniless young minister (damn his “potential”!); as the text indirectly relates, their 
“perceptions were obviously closed to the advantages of a matrimonial connection with 
Methodism” (17). As a result, Alice wants desperately for Theron to achieve the kind of 
professional success that will redeem her in the eyes of her doubting family members. For 
Theron to attain power and visibility as a respected pulpit orator would invalidate her family’s 
harsh judgment of her beau and definitively prove to her father and brother that she was, contrary 
to their beliefs, wise in hitching her wagon to this driven farm boy’s star.  
 Tirelessly, then, Alice encourages Theron in his efforts—even his dubious plan to climb 
out of debt via a hopelessly passé book project. While not inherently problematic, Alice’s earnest 
desire to see her husband succeed and the premium she places on his goal-oriented industry 
render her a cruel taskmaster once her husband becomes sufficiently frustrated by the disconnect 
between effort and advancement in his new professional appointment. While they were a new 
        
	
	 64	
couple—high on the buzz of accolades from Theron’s first appointment and living joyously in 
anticipation of future achievements, their home was a place filled with laughter. While some 
newlyweds find the period of adjustment to the daily domestic routine dreary, the Wares 
experience a “lighthearted, whimsical start at housekeeping”; in fact, it is reported that Theron 
and Alice “had never laughed so much in all their lives as they did...in these first months” (17). 
Their relationship is defined by a shared “dream of ultimate success and distinction for Theron”; 
however, things begin to fray with Theron’s assignment to Octavius (21).  
 For some nineteenth-century bread-winners, the domestic realm could serve as a place of 
retreat from the aspirational ideal: as a haven from the pangs of professional disappointments. 
For example, in Fables of Abundance (1994), Jackson Lears references the sentimental “gospel 
of contentment” that circulated in feminine circles in the 1850s America in response to the 
increasing consumerism of the period and the “the quest for accumulation” advertising 
engendered. Generally associated with the hearth and the females who attended to it, this 
counternarrative “suggested a genuine alternative to the individualist striving of the dominant 
culture” through “acknowledgment of one’s own dependence on other people as well as on the 
natural world” (76).46 The home, however, does not possess this salvic quality for Frederic’s 
Theron. Far from the halcyon domestic realm envisioned by those who preached the “gospel of 
contentment,” every aspect of Theron’s living environment comes to remind him of the ubiquity 
of exhausting work that characterizes the life defined by upwardly mobile aspirations. When in 
the home, Alice veritably surveils her husband—looking for evidence of personal accountability 
and his commitment to self-improvement toward the end of professional success.  
 For Theron, then, the home quickly becomes a loathsome site of Franklin-esque industry. 
Reassigning the guilt for this unbearable environment, Theron pays his wife back in kind by 
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reciprocating her incessant queries about his professional life with petty accusations about her 
inefficiency around the house or her neglect of domestic duties. An air of painful exertion clouds 
even the couple’s most ordinary routines. Difficulty inheres in the mundane act of conversation, 
something that comes to the fore in one particularly comical exchange that takes place after 
Theron comes home from dinner at the pastorate. Brimming with enthusiasm about the 
intellectual rigor he feels he has witnessed, his mood is quickly dashed when he finds that he is 
unable to express these basic feelings of admiration and awe to his wife because the conversation 
with Alice gets hung up on her efforts to put a face to the name Dr. Ledsmar (Frederic 102-104). 
While Alice’s quick-witted nature used to charm him, it now becomes an impediment to the 
experience of ease and loving acceptance for which Theron increasingly longs. As the respect, 
influence, and comfort that effort promises as its reward are deferred again and again, even 
quotidian housekeeping becomes, in the minister’s eyes, a depressing reminder of the messiness 
of domestic effort. On some occasions, Theron finds something distasteful in the material 
environment of his home—the moisture and evidence of washing day, for example, or the smell 
of gas. Even in Alice’s embodied presence—as she stands amid the “ ‘clutter’ of the weekly 
washing in the kitchen...with arms bared to the elbows, and a red face”—Theron finds unnerving 
evidence of the work yet to be done (50-51).47 The image of his laboring wife reinforces the fact 
that he has not met with the kind of success that others projected for him, that he cannot afford to 
provide his wife with the kind of domestic help that might allow her labor to be (yes, selfishly) 
more invisible on a daily basis. 
 Of course, it is natural that a young couple—married three short years—should be 
invested in the progress of their partner. Nonetheless, the attention to personal development that 
defines Theron and Alice’s relationship is so relentless as to leave little room for modification of 
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expectations toward the end of finding contentment, sufficiency, or even just the acceptance of 
bitter disappointment. Nothing seems to shake Alice’s confidence in Theron’s true potential. As 
she speaks with Sister Soulsby after Theron’s abrupt and shamefully unhinged departure from 
the ministry, Alice has a hard time understanding how Theron can abandon his initial dream. In 
fact, she prefers to conclude that Theron would have tapped that unseen potential had it not been 
for the “mischief” of “miserable, contemptible Octavius” (341). “Plaintively” Alice refuses to 
acquiesce to the consolatory mood of Sister Soulsby. Instead, she insists that Soulsby would 
view the matter differently had she “ ‘known him in previous years…before we were sent to that 
awful Octavius’ ”; Alice goes on to suggest that “ ‘people used to simply worship him, he was 
such a perfect preacher’ ” and to passionately extol Theron’s erstwhile industry with a reference 
to how her husband “ ‘threw himself into his work so’ ” in those bygone days (341). Rather than 
being able to find support in their bond as Theron’s chances of becoming a prominent minister 
wane, Alice’s persistent investment in Theron’s pursuit of his original vocation produces only 
pain for both involved as it renders her a seemingly cruel taskmaster (rather than a close ally) in 
her husband’s eyes. 
The Damnation as Distinct from Its Contemporaries 
  
 While the pursuit of wider recognition and the promise of fulfilling one’s individual 
vocation can feel exciting at the start of the journey of self-development, Theron’s situation 
reveals the real possibility that such excitement will diminish across time in an environment 
where opportunities for men of humble origins are becoming scant. Theron shows us what 
happens when the fruits of effort persistently fail to arrive; he illuminates a chaotic eventuality in 
which once enterprising individuals find themselves running on the fumes of their (pipe) dreams. 
The society disclosed in Frederic’s novel is one in which value is narrowly located in the 
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extrication of inner potential—a society in which individuals are enlisted in a future-oriented 
value system that makes it nearly impossible to maintain a stable sense of self-esteem, not to 
mention retain basic mental comfort, in the (sometimes infinite) interim between effort and 
positive results.48 Having been required to defer the positive return on potential for so long, 
Theron finds that life without established self-worth is increasingly unbearable. Exhausted with 
the task of striving—with ceaselessly developing inborn talents for some future glorious 
display—Theron is, nevertheless, unable to return to the farm country where he once was valued 
on simpler and more automatic terms for his manual aid to local productivity.  
 Although, today, there is a general appreciation for the high probability that striving will 
not produce grand reversals of fortune and will most likely result in deep disappointment, 
Frederic’s The Damnation marks a rare occurrence where literature forcefully illustrates this fact. 
Indeed, it is hard to find other fictional landscapes that are similarly defined by compulsive 
recommitment to a clearly bootless struggle. This section underscores The Damnation’s unique 
contribution to American literary history through comparative analysis with three other novels of 
the period that contend with the pathological consequences of aspirational striving: The Rise of 
Silas Lapham (1885) by William Dean Howells, Sister Carrie (1900) by Theodore Dreiser, and 
Vandover and the Brute (1914) by Frank Norris. Each of these texts, I demonstrate, presents 
readers with a world in which an exit from the painful ideological forces of striving is possible. 
By contrast, Frederic’s The Damnation provides a bleaker, more suffocating, societal landscape: 
In the world Theron Ware inhabits, the disease of striving is an existential one that hurts not only 
those who succeed (and become ruthless or greedy in the process) or fail (and thenceforth lead 
impoverished lives of ignominy) but all those who are early on interpellated into an aspirational 
model of individual worth.  
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 Of the aforementioned three novels, Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham presents the 
most capacious vision of life in the wake of ambition. Certainly, the work provides a compelling 
argument about the painful fragility of success in the modern world of business: The title 
character, a self-made entrepreneur whose family is on the ascent as the novel opens, suffers the 
loss of his business and almost all his personal property as the plot unfolds. And yet, as Howells 
charts the abrupt devastation of this well-meaning man, he provides Silas with circumstances 
that, when compared to Theron’s situation, are strikingly humane. After all, Silas has tasted of 
immense success by the time readers are introduced to him; indeed, the story begins in the 
middle of a scene in which a reporter interviews Silas about his improbable rise from relative 
obscurity and rural poverty to the status of business magnate. Even if Howells’s protagonist 
becomes has been materially and morally disgraced by the book’s climax, he has experienced the 
pleasures of fulfillment—of making good on his potential in a highly visible way. Silas’s wife 
Persis has also enjoyed the satisfaction that eludes Alice Ware; i.e. when Howells’s novel ends, 
Persis is not in doubt as to whether her husband will ever achieve what those who have assessed 
his potential have projected and, in turn, expected of him. 49 Indeed, Persis is so far from seeking 
out evidence of her husband’s “true” potential that when financial doom strikes their family she 
feels something akin to relief. This is because Persis, unlike Alice, has had the chance to grow 
weary of the fruits of her spouse’s success: she has had the time to tire of Lapham’s continued 
goal-oriented striving.  
 Far from being a mere attitudinal boon or an indication of Persis’s superior female 
forbearance, this difference in perspective allows the Lapham family to regroup in the wake of a 
jarring descent in status, which is precipitated by Silas’s “speculating in stocks” and his failure to 
insure their ostentatious new homestead (334). Persis is, as a result, able to reframe her 
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husband’s shamefully public professional reversals as an opportunity to repair their marital bond. 
Initially open and supportive collaborators in the paint-selling business, Persis and Silas have 
drifted apart over the years because of Silas’s workaholic ways. Her assertion that “she was glad 
the prosperity was going; it had never been happiness,” then, transcends any hollow renunciation 
of wealth and luxury (309). Instead, the statement communicates a genuine embrace of the 
reparative energies of this unfortunate moment in her family’s history. Mrs. Lapham’s preference 
for a return to a simpler, more wholesome lifestyle are born out as the novel progresses toward 
it’s close: when Howells describes the process of their moving back to the country in the wake of 
the tragic destruction of their ostentatious new house, he writes “Mrs. Lapham found it easier to 
leave it [their house at Nankeen Square] for the old farmstead in Vermont than it would have 
been to go from the home of many years to the new house on the water side of Beacon” (325).50 
All this talk of resilience is not to make light of Silas’s “broken” state in the wake of his losses; 
rather, my point here is simply that the circumstances of the novel are such that Persis is 
equipped to provide emotional, some might say even spiritual, space in which her husband can 
settle “into acquiescence with his changed condition” without significant shame or opposition 
(326). While it might be heartbreaking to watch this humbling unfurl given Silas’s former clout, 
Persis imbues life after the fall with an air of realistic acceptance of human limitation. For 
instance, Howells writes that Persis didn’t let her husband become a martyr because such an 
irreproachable figure would be incompatible with the daily ebb and flow of the Laphams’ newly 
established domestic cohesion. To prevent such a self-righteous narrative about her husband’s 
business losses, Persis makes sure to jog Silas’s memory at intervals, reminding him of his role 
in his professional demise: “if he had kept his word to her about speculating in stock, and had 
looked after the insurance of his property half as carefully as he had looked after a couple of 
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worthless women who had no earthly claim on him, they would not be where they were now” 
(334).51 By the time the novel comes to a close—with the Reverend Sewell’s visit to the 
Laphams’ humble residence in Vermont, Persis and Silas have grown accustomed to life on the 
farm with their unmarried daughter, Irene. The paint mines, which at an earlier point in the novel 
could easily be read as a symbol for the process of extricating individual potential, have been 
sold and the commercial interests attached to them dispersed among the collective interests of the 
Kanawha Falls Company of West Virginia (333). At the novel’s end, Silas is buoyed by renewed 
familial bonds and a strengthened sense of personal worth that is uncoupled from public proofs 
of individual ability or business acumen.  
 Frederic’s novel denies Theron the redemptive path of Howell’s protagonist, who can 
lean on the support of his wife as he makes healthy modifications to his outlandish ambitions, 
but The Damnation also deprives the young minister of decidedly more grim modes of escape 
from the cultural grind, such as the total collapse of a character like George Hurstwood in 
Dreiser’s Sister Carrie. 52 If one way to be free of the instability of personal value within a 
system of aspirational striving is to take refuge from it in the familiar pleasures of family life on 
a country homestead, Dreiser presents an equally viable (although morbid) method for escaping 
an anguished existence. Hurstwood does not recover like Lapham: Dreiser’s male lead is unable 
to get back on his feet again, a figurative expression phrase that is literalized toward the end of 
the novel in Hurstwood’s embodied preferences for reclined and recumbent positions. Instead, 
Hurstwood makes a tragically quiet exit from the novel when he commits suicide in a boarding 
room paid for by the fruits of panhandling. The once thriving, upwardly-mobile bar manager has 
lost the will to mount an aspirational comeback in the wake of his initial disgraced firing and a 
series of false starts in his new hometown of New York City. Even before Hurstwood is reduced 
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to homelessness, he assumes a state of feminized depression and spends evenings (and later in 
the novel, large portions of the day) in a rocking chair, pouring over the escapist pleasure of 
gossip columns in the daily post. While there is obvious pathos to Hurstwood’s decline and 
eventual demise, there is also a certain kind of relief: this character’s irreversible decline signals 
that there are, in fact, limits to the grasp of normative structures that corral masculine strivers. 
Dreiser shows readers a social microcosm where the pressures to extricate individual potential 
dissipate—across time as well as geographical distance—Carrie’s reticence and Hurstwood’s 
estrangement from those who knew him at his prime make it possible for him to give up in a 
major way. By comparison, Theron’s moments of weakness, his sickness, for example, or his 
drunken stumble, are occasions in which individuals mobilize around the young minister to lift 
him back up and put him back on the path of aspirational self-improvement.  
 Hurstwood’s ability to recede, to slip out of the strictures of effortful life extends to the 
character’s decision to end his own life. Without depreciating the obvious gravity of the act, 
Dreiser endows Hurstwood’s suicide with an emancipatory quality. Indeed, even the language 
that Dreiser uses to describe Hurstwood as he crawls into his self-made deathbed reinforces an 
understanding of suicide as release: Hurstwood is depicted, his preparations made, “stretch[ing] 
himself to rest” (397, emphasis mine). 53 Furthermore, the circumstances of Hurstwood’s life 
insulate his suicide from the shame that typically attends a willful exit from life. Unemployed, 
estranged from both his wife and family and his erstwhile partner Carrie, Hurstwood’s self-
annihilating act is for all intents and purposes imperceptible; there is no one to mark the man 
missing. Instead, Hurstwood’s body is brought “nameless” “to the Potter’s Field” (398). 
Certainly, this aspect of the plot point is a crushing reminder of modern alienation and the way 
that individuals can slip out of life without mention amid the depersonalized opulence of society 
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under late capitalism. In fact, the narrator passionately emphasizes the pathos of Hurstwood’s 
anonymous exit from life in the novel’s closing pages. And yet there is also a comforting 
containment to Hurstwood’s unmarked death in the sense that his suicide frees him from the 
struggle of life without value in a way that insulates his extreme vulnerability from those who 
knew him in other times of his life. Up against a world that will not give, Dreiser allows the 
fallen to lean into their fall when circumstances do not allow for redemption.  
 Theron is afforded no such final peace, and, as a result, his route is at once messier and 
more histrionic than Hurstwood’s trajectory. Working with the unpublished Frederic papers at 
the Library of Congress, Richard Vanderbeets unearthed evidence that Frederic initially intended 
to end The Damnation with Theron’s death, perhaps even his death by suicide. It is interesting to 
contemplate how the desperation of Theron’s case might (counterintuitively) diminish were the 
novel to end, as Frederic’s notes indicate he initially conceived it would, with “ ‘Soulsby & wife 
at deathbed—their words finish the book’ ” (qtd. in Vanderbeets 359). After all, a suicide plot 
would allow Theron to definitively wrench himself from his futile struggle to establish his own 
value. By keeping only a weak, ultimately foiled, suicide attempt in the version of the novel that 
went to press, Frederic (whether intentionally or not) renders the story an incisive indictment of 
the toxic implications of the ideology of aspiration near the end of the nineteenth-century. The 
young minister airs his raw yearnings as he drunkenly wanders the streets after his half-hearted 
attempt to off himself is aborted by the intrusion of a cop. This moment constitutes a crucial 
reflection of the painful void that this ideological system creates, as do the delusional political 
ambitions to which Theron gives voice at the end of the novel. Because Theron lives, we as 
readers must contend with his absorption in an ideological system that does not serve him. 
Because Theron emerges at the novel’s end not as a corpse but as a young man given another 
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chance to strive for upward mobility and public recognition, we are forced to wrestle with the 
pernicious nature of his sociocultural milieu, specifically with the way it provides little 
alternative to renewed commitment to striving.  
 Settling does not seem an option for the young minister in Frederic’s novel, a facet that 
distinguishes The Damnation from Frank Norris’s Vandover and the Brute (1917), which 
concludes with the title character’s humiliating humbling. Once a frenetic dreamer inspired by 
visions of his future life as a distinguished painter, Vandover literally bows to necessity at the 
novel’s end. It is initially tempting to see a parallel between Theron’s dogged attempts to 
cultivate his inner talent and become a renowned preacher and Vandover’s persistent efforts to 
become an artist at the expense of doing a variety of other things in life.54 However, the 
similarities fall away as each book progresses. On the one hand, Theron appears to operate in a 
world in which the universe is intractable and yet individual contentment via resignation to the 
limitations of circumstance is (implicitly) beyond the pale. Vandover, on the other hand, does 
give in, and does let go of his grandiose visions in the face of material realities. In a protracted 
scene at the close of Norris’s novel, Vandover gets down on his hands and knees to scrub the 
floors of a tenement home owned by his slum lord friend Charlie Geary. Even before he 
condescends to battle grim in the tenement properties, Norris’s protagonist shows himself 
capable of revising his own expectations. In fact at several points in the novel the narrator notes 
that Vandover got “accustomed” to this or that circumstance; this darkly amusing refrain 
linguistically marks Vandover’s evacuation of will in the face of adverse realities (Norris 48).55 
Admittedly, this process of limiting ambitions is not of the same morally upright ilk of Silas 
Lapham—Vandover is debauched for much of the book; nevertheless, the once aspiring artist 
exists in a fictional world where he is able to incrementally lower the bar for achievement to the 
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point where he need not be a great artistic but just a painter of metal signs or miniatures. Such 
modifications appear unfathomable within the fictional landscape of The Damnation.  
 Unlike Silas, Hurstwood, or Vandover, then, Theron is deprived of a breakthrough— 
entirely without an out or exit or an instance in which to safely modify his aspirations. As a 
result, Theron operates in a mode of uncathartic desperation as the novel progresses—
simultaneously unable to find value in applying himself in the socially expected manner and 
unable to give up the grandiose dreams because without those future-oriented aspirations he 
finds himself without value. As might be expected, the wear and tear of this unproductive 
striving motivates Theron (perhaps only half consciously) to seek out a compensatory, stable 
source of value in his role as an oddity and an amusement for a coterie of eccentric elites. Put 
differently, Theron, desperate for comfort, attempts to compensate for his lack of earned self-
worth by embracing acquaintances that who offer him a differently calibrated form of esteem.  
Embracing Unearned Value 
 
 Fed up with the struggle for visibility and meritocratically generated self-worth, Theron 
is attracted to a group of elites in Octavius who prize him for traits that he already possesses and 
for which he, therefore, does not need to work. In his absorption into the tightknit circle of Celia 
Madden, Father Forbes, and Dr. Ledsmar, the young minister does not find the mutual respect 
associated with idealized friendship; rather, Theron locates in these liaisons the relief of giving 
himself over, for a time at least, to people who are amused enough by his presence that they 
position him in a place of value in their privileged domestic spaces. Theron basks in the easeful 
warmth of unearned esteem while at the same time remaining imaginatively and verbally 
committed to the ideals of self-improvement and wholesale personal transformation. Readers of 
the novel often choose to see Theron’s continue lip service to projects of self-improvement as the 
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dominant expression of his character; however, such an approach fails to see the way that 
Theron’s penchants (here, defined as the relationships and situations in which he elects to 
participate) serve as an important expression of ambivalence regarding the fulfilling nature of the 
project of ambition. 56 As I have shown earlier, Theron doesn’t have any real option for 
extricating himself from the sociocultural structures that leave him so demoralized. Because 
Theron is embedded in a society where aspirations are essential to the individual self-concept, it 
makes intuitive sense that this character would continue to remain at least partially committed to 
the goal of achieving lasting significance even as he seeks out a way to compensate for the pain 
of deferred gratification. As a result, Theron’s stance toward the ideals of meritocratic ascent 
becomes one that is characterized by painful cognitive dissonance: the young minister continues 
to voice grand plans for renovating his character through the final pages of the book, while the 
actions he takes throughout the book reveal his attempts to satisfy the needs that go unmet in his 
protracted struggle to convert his potential into tangible professional success.  
  Father Forbes, Celia Madden, and (initially, at least) Dr. Ledsmar appeal to Theron 
because they do not seem beholden to the ideology of aspiration that dominates the sociocultural 
milieu. Theron quickly realizes that these individuals take pleasure in traits of his that are 
considered detrimental in his daily life. In his interactions with this circle of eccentric elites, the 
young minister’s lack of advanced learning, his provincialism, and, as Celia puts it, his “ ‘general 
naïveté’ ” are reframed: characteristics that would otherwise be treated as shame-inducing 
reminders of the lengths Theron needs to traverse to garner respect in the world at large become 
magically revalued as present assets (322). These characters place him within a different system 
of values: they treat him as though he was an object of curiousity to be collected. For Celia, 
Theron becomes a vestige of innocent faith who, like the Madonnas, is placed in productive 
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tension to figures of sensual abandon. Amid the religious paraphernalia in Father Forbes’s 
collection, Theron serves as a primitive backwoods preacher, who typifies historical shifts in the 
education of Protestant ministers. For Dr. Ledsmar, Theron is a specimen of evolutionary 
weakness. While different individuals put emphasis on different qualities, they are unified in 
reacting positively to Theron’s manifest (as opposed to latent or potential) qualities.  
 To highlight the perceived contrast in the locus of personal worth, we must first examine 
in some detail the path that leads Theron to Father Forbes’s residence for the first time. The 
evening begins with an uncomfortable supper at home. Alice’s line of conversation is firmly set 
on Theron’s book project, which he has ostensibly been working on that day. As she pops into 
his office to let him know that the meal is ready, she inquires about his progress: “ ‘how does the 
book come one? Have you got to ‘my Lady Keturah’ yet?’,” she asks (62). At the time that Alice 
intrudes, Theron is daydreaming of achieving greatness at the next annual conference; 
specifically, he envisions his colleagues lavishing him with praise after he takes a snobbish rival 
reverend “down a peg” by dropping the knowledge he has acquired through his book research 
(62). Naturally, then, Theron hardly appreciates the reality check of Alice’s innocent inquiry. He 
tries unsuccessfully to direct the conversation away from the subject of his nonexistent 
monograph, and, as a result, the mealtime chit chat is defined by Alice’s continuing “her little 
pleasantry about Keturah” and playfully attempting to influence how her husband will treat this 
Biblical figure in his academic study (62). Theron, “waiting with obvious impatience for the 
finish of the meal” finally stands up and leaves, giving a rather weak excuse about needing to 
call on someone about “ ‘something with reference to the book’ ” (62). Once alone on the 
sidewalks of Octavius, Theron wanders over to the pastorate, where he impulsively decides to 
make an appearance.  
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 Despite the inherent awkwardness of arriving without an invitation, the situation at the 
pastorate is infinitely more welcoming than the relentless surveillance of his domestic situation. 
Theron’s initial shame and confusion at committing a social faux pas is immediately dispelled by 
Father Forbes, who interrupts Theron’s apology with “protesting laughter” and treats Theron’s 
ill-mannered, dinnertime intrusion as a hoped-for development (65). “[N]othing in the world 
could have pleased us better than your joining us here tonight. It was quite dramatic your coming 
in as you did. We were speaking of you at that very moment” the Catholic leader croons (65). In 
contrast to the meal from which he has just escaped, Theron feels freed from the burden of 
explaining himself at the pastorate.57 Instead, Theron is encouraged to bask in the glow of an 
arena where personal value no longer needs to be forged, through his actions as minister, 
husband, or wannabe religious scholar. In the company of Forbes and Ledsmar, Theron receives 
attention because he happens to capture the curiosity of his host.  
 Theron processes this shift in how he’s received as a challenge to his inherited logic of 
personal worth. Tellingly, in a passage of free indirect discourse the young minister admits to 
“feeling himself unaccountably at home in the most luxuriously appointed and delightful little 
room he had ever seen,” which communicates the ‘inexplicable” nature of his perception of 
unearned value (67, emphasis mine; “unaccountably,” def. 2). The adverb “unaccountably” here, 
that is, indicates that the value conferred on the minister in this context cannot be reconciled with 
anything Theron himself has done. Prized for his ‘honesty of nature,’ Theron is tolerated as no 
equal would be. Despite his paltry contribution to the heady academic conversation in the upper 
chamber of the pastorate, Theron senses that he pleases his erudite hosts. Father Forbes’s 
“approving chuckles” and the “twinkle” in his eye register as positive feedback even as it is 
evident that Theron fails to obtain their elevated plane of discourse (Frederic 68, 71). Neither 
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taking his book project seriously, nor dismissing it entirely, the educated priest provides Theron 
with space to air his ignorance of the scholarly world but still hold the affectionate regard of 
those steeped in it. Put another way, the adverb ‘unaccountably’ communicates Theron’s 
recognition that there is no rational way to explain the comfort he feels. He cannot “explain or 
justify” his feelings with recourse to his own deeds or accomplishments or intentions, just as he 
cannot ‘explain or justify’ the warm welcome he initially received; the appreciation is the 
product of the supra-rational process by which his host endows his presence with value 
(“account,” def. 3c). While readers recognize from the repeated sideways glances shared by 
Forbes and Ledsmar that Theron is amusing to these men, I want to emphasize that, for the 
young minister, the magical effortlessness of this interpersonal dynamic—the process by which 
the young minister receives something so grand (i.e. the personalized attention of these worldly 
figures) in exchange for nothing (just showing up)— outweighs the demeaning potential of such 
an arrangement.58  
 Nevertheless the feeling of being appreciated for passive virtues is so alien to Theron’s 
worldview that (paradoxically) mental exertion is involved in adjusting to the kind of 
appreciation he experiences in the inner sanctums of Octavius’s elite. Consider, for instance, the 
scene that follows dinner at the pastorate, where Father Forbes invites Theron up to his private 
quarters. Here, readers access Theron’s thought process as he elects to ride out momentary 
discomfort by reminding himself how the unsettling dynamic meets his deepest needs. When 
Father Forbes dismissively refers to “this Christ myth of ours,” we read that:  
Theron sat upright at the fall of these words, and flung a swift, startled look about the 
room—the instinctive glance of a man unexpectedly confronted with peril, and casting 
desperately about for means of defence and escape. For the instant his mind was aflame 
with this vivid impression—that he was among sinister enemies, at the mercy of 
criminals. He half rose under the impelling stress of this feeling, with the sweat standing 
on his brow, and his jaw dropped in a scared and bewildered stare. (71-72)  




Instead of following the urge to flee, Theron proceeds to remind himself of his initial warm 
welcome: we read that “he drew a long breath, took another sip of his coffee” and “leaned back 
in the big chair again” (72). With “effort” he returns his mind to the bigger picture—the value 
that has been granted him (72). By redirecting his focus, Theron revives his sense of 
“feeling…unaccountably at home” amid the luxurious surroundings (67). Possibly, what emerges 
in this moment of mental recalibration is the marked juxtaposition, previously registered, 
between the penitents waiting on the bench below and Theron’s position as privileged guest.59 
Rarity envelopes Theron’s invitation to ascend to the plush realm of Father Forbes’s private 
quarters particularly when viewed alongside the treatment these other visitors receive. Shut out 
completely from this exclusive space, the penitents clamor to gain a modicum of the 
individualized attention that Forbes immediately bestows on Theron. “[I]n humble murmurs,” 
the visitors call out to their spiritual leader, but “the priest merely nod[s] and pass[es] on up the 
staircase, followed by his guests” (67). Likewise, while Theron is installed in a comfortable 
armchair, the penitents share a single bench that symbolically reproduces their comparative 
insignificance as they are kept waiting at length with only “the linoleum pattern on the floor at 
their feet” to occupy themselves (64). Here and elsewhere, Theron elects to remain in place 
because his new acquaintances provide him with the positive attention that has eluded him amid 
the grind of upwardly mobile subjecthood. As a husband and minister the path to being 
appreciated is fraught with uncertainties and a seemingly endless deferral of personal worth, 
whereas immediacy and effortlessness characterize Theron’s encounters with these figures who 
are taken in by his superficial attributes.  
 Celia’s hospitable embrace provides Theron with a similar feel-good alternative to 
grueling imperatives of upwardly mobile striving.  Like Father Forbes, she invites Theron into a 
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space of palpable exclusivity that is cordoned off from all but invited guests, namely, her 
boudoir, which is located in the private quarters of the Madden family home. Indeed, the 
secluded nature of the space Celia describes suggestively as “ ‘my very own’,” is comically 
emphasized as Frederic depicts Theron, blinded by the surrounding darkness and dependent on 
the illumination of a single candle, processing through a series of curtains and bolted doors into a 
room completely given over to Celia’s eccentric arrangement of prized possessions (190). The 
vestibular workshop, devoted to “things [Celia] fool[s] with” such as painting, sculpting, 
bookbinding, and carpentry “is as far as the servants are allowed to come,” meaning that the 
boudoir goes untouched even by the self-effacing hands of domestic workers (189-190). Within 
the sealed, hyperpersonal space, Theron finds himself “lounging at his ease”—encouraged by 
Celia to melt into a pile of pillows or spread out on a divan (192). Only passive receptivity is 
required; listening to Chopin—“in a recumbent posture” amid several “cushions”—Theron finds 
it “beyond his strength to…keep his mind abreast with what his ears took in,” so instead he lets 
out a deep exhalation, sinks back into his seat, and relinquishes “his senses to the mere 
unthinking charm of it all” (194). Even when Theron becomes emotionally overwhelmed by the 
nocturnes, no one makes him explain himself. Instead Celia cares for her visitor in a manner that 
preserves his relatively inert position and reflects her earlier intimation that acquaintanceship 
need not be reciprocal and active because “the right person’s silence is worth more for 
companionship than the wisest talk in the world from anybody else” (98).  
 Theron’s attraction to this trio of worldly Catholics is generally read as the misguided 
product of the young minister’s social naïveté. That is in part because of comments, like Celia’s 
above, that indicate that these characters take an interest in Theron only because he amuses them. 
The objectifying quality of this relationship is even more directly articulated later on, in the 
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climactic exchange in Celia’s New York City hotel room, where she explains why her group 
initially welcomed Theron into their homes. “It was like the smell of early spring in the country 
to come in contact with you,” she reflects, “Your honesty of nature, your sincerity in that absurd 
religion of yours, your general naïveté of mental and spiritual get-up all pleased us a great deal. 
We thought you were going to be a real acquisition” (322, emphasis mine). The liaison, 
admittedly, ends poorly for Frederic’s protagonist: the group loses interest in Theron and cruelly 
rejects him. Nevertheless, it seems inaccurate to insist that Theron primarily viewed these 
individuals as future bosom friends, i.e. as people who would take an interest in Theron’s future 
and encourage him on the road of self-development in the same way a character like Alice 
would. The unequal distribution of power—the way these characters objectify Theron, 
concerning themselves only with his superficial qualities and the amusing display of his 
ignorance—is precisely what attracts Theron. Rather than interpreting Theron’s trajectory as a 
tragic narrative of an innocent man who becomes ensnared in an impalatable position, the novel 
gives us clear reasons to view Theron’s objectification by this group as something other than 
cruelty. To be objectified is negative except when being a subject becomes unfulfilling, as it has 
for Theron; at that point, there is real relief in an invitation to temporary inertia and an exemption 
from participation as an equal in heady conversations. What Theron finds in this unconvential 
social arrangement is the welcome pleasure of being valued immediately and on the basis of his 
surface qualities. 
 For insights into Theron’s penchant for such interpersonal relationships, it is necessary to 
turn away from further examination of struggling businessmen and confused dandies and toward 
the work of Henry James, an author for whom Frederic professed extreme disdain. It is, more 
specifically, Isabel Archer, the heroine of James’s The Portrait of a Lady (1881) who comes 
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closest to providing a precedent for Theron’s extreme manifestations of a desperate yearning for 
stable value. Bracketing for a moment the obvious gendered differences that divide Theron and 
Isabel, by probing Isabel’s path to becoming becoming an ornament in Osmond’s parlor at the 
Palazzo Roccanera readers can better understand Theron’s embrasure of objectification. Isabel, 
like Theron, makes choices that reflect her distaste with the trying nature of existence within a 
potential-driven, aspirational society. She is presented to readers as a character similarly without 
accomplishments or earned value at the novel’s start. Indeed, Lee Clark Mitchell calls our 
attention to the way Portrait functions as an essai into a certain way of creating fictional 
characters. With Isabel, as Mitchell puts it, James “interest[s] us in his heroine for her capacities 
rather than her actions, for her potential rather than her history, for her freedom from plot rather 
than her engagement ‘in the tangle’ ” (“Beyond the Frame” 92, emphasis mine).60 Readers are 
encouraged to see James’s heroine as most of the characters within the novel’s fictional frame 
see her; namely, as an individual possessing great promise. Like Theron, Isabel is a figure whose 
personal value lies elsewhere—the true estimation of her worth is still to be realized, in just a 
few short pages perhaps or deferred (seemingly infinitely) to some point far beyond the story’s 
abrupt close. Like Theron, then, the majority of Isabel’s connections to others are based on a 
notion of future-oriented potential, as it is identified by the beholder—rather than being 
grounded in past accomplishments or manifest qualities. 
 Even characters in the novel who readers traditionally perceive as good (in comparison to 
Madame Merle, Gilbert Osmond, and their ilk) “treat Isabel as incomplete, and therefore as a 
means to their ends” (Mitchell 92, emphasis in original). Ralph Touchett provides an obvious 
example. While he cannot tell with any clarity what is in store for his bright, charming cousin, he 
does put intense pressure on her to work to develop this inchoate potential and even goes so far 
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as to encourage his dying father to give his cousin the capital he believes will free her to pursue 
an unimaginably magnificent course. In an oft-quoted passage from the novel, the third-person 
omniscient narrator compares Ralph’s interest in Isabel to the spectatorial pleasures of a long 
theatrical performance: “What kept Ralph alive was simply the fact that he had not yet had 
enough of his cousin; he was not yet satisfied. There was more to come....This was only the first 
act of the drama, and he was determined to sit out the performance” (James 365). Of course, 
there is affection evident in Ralph’s attention as it is described here. At the same time, however, 
Ralph’s intense interest confounds Isabel because while Ralph has great expectations for his 
cousin, he offers little guidance to aid her in her pursuits. As a result, Isabel is regularly plagued 
by Ralph’s muted disappointment. While arguing about her decision to marry Osmond, for 
instance, Isabel directly questions Ralph as to what kind of marriage he envisioned her making. 
But Ralph can only respond by explaining that he had not concrete image in mind: “ ‘Well, I can 
hardly say. I hadn’t exactly a positive view of it,’ ” he replies, “but I had a negative. I didn’t 
think you would marry a man like Mr. Osmond’ ” (317). The uncertainty that is produced by 
such an idealization of potential is clear. Equally present in the bonds of care that unite Isabel 
with Henrietta Stackpole and the pair of failed suitors Caspar Goodwood and Lord Warburton, 
the ubiquity of potential-based value judgments stifles Isabel and produces in her a longing for 
superficial esteem that renders her an unlikely kindred spirit to The Damnation’s clumsy young 
minister.  
 Enter Gilbert Osmond whose attitudinal eccentricities cater to Isabel’s growing fatigue 
with a life governed by the ill-defined expectations of others. Osmond’s life philosophy, as he 
articulates it to James’s heroine during their courtship, approximates an indictment of the 
aspirational model of selfhood to which the other characters of the novel are cultishly devoted. 
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While other men spend a lifetime striving to make good on the vague potential others discern in 
them, Osmond, as he describes it, could not stomach this foolish game. As he tells it, the shift to 
an attitude of “ ‘studied, willful renunciation’ ” was made with admirable resolve (245). “I took 
my measure early in life,” Osmond recalls, and what he found was a young man who “could do 
nothing” because he lacked “prospects,” money, and “genius” (245, emphasis mine). Rather than 
optimistically pursuing outlandsish goals, Osmond resigns himself to bow out of a race in which 
he cannot realistically compete for the esteem of men of greatness. As he puts it to Isabel, 
because he wasn’t equipped to achieve greatness, he “made up [his] mind not to go in for 
honours” (245). Osmond resolves to absent himself from the limitless aspirations that constitute 
thrilling freedom to many a subject. While Tennyson’s Ulysses earns acclaim for his rousing 
description of a brotherhood of warriors who are determined “to strive, to seek, to find, and not 
to yield”; Osmond bucks the imperative to desire more by preemptively embracing a mantra of 
resignation: “not to worry—not to strive, nor struggle...To be content with a little” (245). Far 
from a mode of monklike asceticism—remember, Osmond is a collector, obsessed with 
appearance and adornment—Osmond’s personal philosophy manifests itself in an attractively 
intense, apparently unwavering focus on a select number of important things. “I don’t mean to 
say I have cared for nothing; but the things I have cared for have been definite—limited,” he 
explains to a bemused Isabel (245). The path Osmond pursues, as a result, is “ ‘negative’ ” but in 
a way that is more liberating than paralyzing because it consists of a delimitation of options 
rather than an effort to continuously expand them (245). By the time Osmond has made it to his 
assertion that “the events of my life have been absolutely unperceived by any one save myself” 
an idealized alternative realm has emerged for Isabel—one in which the individual can 
productively separate from the endless, open-ended scrutiny of others (245). Of course, her 
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suitor’s personal history is overly pat and necessarily selective, Isabel acknowledges as much in 
the scene. Furthermore, as it turns out, Isabel’s presence awakens in Osmond an urge to break 
from his course; indeed, he recommits to effortful action in his decision to court this young 
woman.61 And yet, in the eyes of our female protagonist, none of these things negate the 
profound appeal of Osmond’s alternative mode of being in the world.  
 To Isabel, the hope provided by this alternative ideal (rather than the way it is enacted by 
the man who gives voice to it) is sufficiently seductive because as a life philosophy it represents 
a way of being worthy of appreciation while remaining insulated from the world’s fluctuating 
estimation of your potential. In fact, the approach that Osmond takes toward Isabel in their 
courtship tacitly affirms that even if he will not live by his own motto he will provide a space for 
his wife to comfortably do so. Regardless of the morally problematic way in which Osmond and 
Madame Merle conspire to satisfy their needs by arranging the former’s marriage to the recently 
wealthy Isabel Archer, Isabel’s initial experience is the same: while in Osmond’s presence, she 
feels enveloped in unearned appreciation. Not unlike Theron in the living rooms of Father Forbes 
or Celia Madden, Isabel’s interactions with her future husband make her feel valued for her 
manifest (rather than latent) qualities. While for the other characters in Portrait—e.g. Ralph or 
even Henrietta, Isabel has growing to do before she can be truly satisfactory in their eyes, Gilbert 
frees her from the pain of extricating her inner potential. In fact, as is the case with Theron’s 
acquaintances, Osmond positively appraises qualities in Isabel that other individuals viewed as 
lamentable. For instance, the naïveté that contributes to Isabel’s rebuff of Lord Warburton, is 
revalued as an asset in Gilbert’s world: the stoic suitor quite likes “the idea of taking to himself a 
young lady who had qualified herself to figure in his collection of choice objects by rejecting the 
splendid offer of a British aristocrat” (279). All this is not to assert that Isabel feels no pain when 
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the scandalous details of Osmond’s situation come to light. Isabel comes to regret aspects of her 
arrangement with her husband as the novel progresses, just as Theron sounds the limits of the 
relief he derives from the various liaisons into which he entered. Here, I am simply insisting on 
the validity of Isabel’s impulse to give herself over to Osmond: I am asserting that her attraction 
to this man can be traced to the deeply understandable allure of the manifest acceptance he, 
initially at least, offers her.   
 Although Isabel is blessedly spared Theron’s frenetic clumsiness, she is motivated to 
make a similarly objectifying connection (with Osmond) because she is similarly fatigued by the 
dominant, depth-model of subjecthood, in which affection and esteem is dependent upon the 
extrication of inner reservoirs of potential. Like Theron, Isabel finds solace in stasis as one can 
glean from an exploration of her ornamental presence at the Osmond household’s Thursday night 
gatherings. In this ritualistic state of repose, so lamentable to the characters of the novel that 
readers frequently identify as the text’s moral authorities, there is succor and a not 
uncomplicated pleasure taken in inertia and the stability of appreciation. When defending her 
preference for this simpler arrangement, she notes the way her match to Osmond allows her to 
escape the strain and uncertainty produced by the typical way of being in the world. When Ralph 
prods her to consider the myriad opportunities that lie elsewhere, she exclaims, “I have only one 
ambition—to be free to follow out a good feeling” (James 320). As Isabel explains later on, 
collapsing into Osmond’s life dispelled her anxiety about what do do under the weight of her 
inheritance, which was intended by Ralph to serve as fuel to her aspirations. “At bottom her 
money had been a burden,  had been on her mind, which was filled with the desire to transfer the 
weight of it to some other conscience. What would lighten her own conscience more effectually 
than to make it over to the man who had the best taste in the world?” (394). In the face of 
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uncontrollable options, for James’s heroine to cede control to someone who fills her with such an 
irrational feeling of appreciation becomes, in Isabel’s eyes at least, a paradoxically empowering 
act. 
 Gendered expectations go a long way toward normalizing Isabel’s affinity for manifest 
appreciation and her embrace of stasis. A wife installed in her parlor is, in general, not 
considered a great oddity at the time James is writing Portrait. The possessorship model of 
marital union, while very problematic by today’s standards, makes Isabel’s abdication of 
potential relatively unremarkable. Theron, by contrast, is a male breadwinner, so it is a bit more 
dramatic to readerly sensibilities when he fitfully attempts to escape from the constraints of the 
aspirational narrative of selfhood.  
 In a fashion similar to James, Frederic appears more interested in probing the 
psychological impetus for abnormal human bonds, rather than in defending or criticizing these 
relationships on moral terms.62  Theron’s objectifying relationships allow him to escape—if only 
for a stretch of time—the painful onus of forging his own path through life. His desire for order 
explains why he seeks out these ostensibly superficial bonds with these acquaintances, as is 
evident in his first run-in with Celia Madden. At sea amid the crowd at a Catholic funeral, 
Theron finds himself mercifully caught up by Celia who, for no particular reason, decides to 
guide Theron through the packed interior of the MacEvoy home. Far from feeling violated or 
unmanned by this stranger’s directions, Theron feels blissfully enveloped in the benevolent 
attention of a woman of obvious social distinction—attention he would likely not gain were he 
not floundering amidst the crowd in such an adorably helpless way (210).63 Helping him 
navigate the room with here a “ ‘Come with me,’ ” there a “ ‘Stay here for a minute’,” Celia at 
one point “pluck[s] Theron’s sleeve” to bear him forward into the room where an exclusive 
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circle of family friends is surrounding Mr. MacEvoy’s deathbed (42). The physical and verbal 
cues Celia gives are received as little acts of mercy by this exhausted farmer’s son because they 
temporarily clarify his trajectory through life and relieve him of the risks and responsibilities of 
self-determination.  
 As characters in the novel—here Celia, but elsewhere, Father Forbes—arrange Theron by 
telling him to sit here, eat this, walk this way, etc., they unwittingly free Theron from the 
pressure of telos—of determining his own path through time, space, and, of course, adult life. In 
The Descent of Love (1996), Bert Bender reads Theron’s affinity for Celia as a failed love plot 
that serves to emphasize “Theron’s failure” in “evolutionary” terms by revealing his lack of “the 
patriarch’s primitive vigor and virility” (240). But beneath the sexualized overtones of the 
minister’s interactions with this free-spirited redhead is a search for something vastly different 
from masculine dominance.64 Even when Theron boards the train to seek out Celia in New 
York—arguably, his most active moment in the novel—the goal remains a return to a state of 
passive receptivity to her shepherd-like guidance. Theron’s daydream of what will transpire once 
reunited with Celia envisions life aboard a ritzy yacht. Within this flight of fancy, Theron stays 
notably in the background. The scene focuses on Celia who, presiding over the vessel, is “free to 
speed in her snow-winged chariot wherever she will[s]over the deep, loitering in this place, or 
up-helm-and-away to another, with no more care of responsibility than the gulls tossing through 
the air of her wake!” (307). This fantasy depends upon a release from the kind of assertive action 
that would typically define a romantic tryst. What Theron really wants is to (figuratively, at 
least) return to the comfort of Celia’s ‘wake’—the position he occupied at the MacEvoy funeral 
(42). He doesn’t desire a romantic partner, but rather someone to free him from the necessity of 
self-determining action and speech by imposing order and meaning onto his life.  
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 Seeking out someone to push you around is certainly not, conventionally speaking, an 
empowering endeavor. Nevertheless, for Theron, such an arrangement supplies care that is 
unavailable to him within his other relationships, in which affection is defined by the realization 
of inner potential. In these other relationships, personal value is dependent upon achievements 
and milestones. Sadly, the comforts of invitations into the lavish interiors where Theron finds 
compensatory care stop coming. After bemoaning his rejection by Celia and her group—“ 
‘People hate me; they won’t have me in their houses’ ”—Theron sets his sights on less luxurious 
sources of alternative valuing (333). Toward the end of the novel, Theron goes on a two-day 
bender in which he desperately seeks out conciliatory pleasure in a degraded form of the relief he 
felt in the presence of Father Forbes and Celia Madden.  
  Theron’s drunken debauch represents the crescendo of this character’s search for respite, 
as it reveals the (perhaps) startling degree to which he will place his own personal safety below 
his need to be free of the burden of actively determining his own value and course through life. 
Relating the experience to Sister Soulsby, Theron expresses genuine frustration that he has 
emerged from his self-destructive excursion entirely unscathed. After taking to the streets of 
New York City, Theron explains, he purposefully wove a route “through places where they 
murdered men for ten cents,” and loitered outside “low bar-rooms and dance-houses” (334). And 
yet, as he plaintively reflects, “Nobody touched me, or offered to lay a finger on me”—even 
though they saw “I had money in my pocket” (334, emphasis mine). This simple sentence, 
conveys the degree to which Theron feels burdened by subjecthood. The need to be relieved of it 
is so extreme that it transfigures the potential violence of another individual (‘lay[ing] a finger on 
[Theron]’) into an act of almost selfless kindness, something ‘offered’ out of charitable concern 
for the individual in question, like a coat proffered in cold weather.65 Although no thief obliges 
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his plea for attention, Theron eventually succeeds in eliciting acknowledgment, if not necessarily 
appreciation from a crowd of New York pedestrians.  
 After drinking to the point of collapse, Theron can no longer be responsible for his own 
body and so he becomes—by default only—the concern of the hands (and, sadly, the feet) of 
passersby. So consumed with a craving for value is Theron, that he can’t help but recall this story 
to Sister Soulsby in terms that emphasize the positive personalized attention of the crowd. 
Absent is any negative account of the shameful helplessness of his public intoxication; for 
Theron, what is memorable is the way the people around him take his burden on, so to speak, 
and ease, for the moment, the relentless drudge work of life. The collapse passage merits 
quotation at length. “ ‘It was my heart, you know’,” Theron begins: “ ‘I’ve had that terrible 
fluttering once before. It seized me this time, and I fell down in the crowd, and some people 
walked over me, but someone else helped me up, and let me sit down in a big lighted hallway, 
the entrance to some theater, and someone brought me some brandy, but somebody else said I 
was drunk, and then took it away again, and put me out’ ” (333). The passage’s emphasis on 
touch harkens back to Theron’s warm reception by the coterie of Octavius eccentrics. Moreover, 
Theron’s recollection of the event dwells on the liberation that comes with physical surrender. 
When the force of his palpitations takes hold of him, Theron can no longer remain upright, which 
subjects him to the urban foot traffic, but his compromised state also exempts him from a need to 
control himself or to direct his life—in a way that resembles the comfort he derived from being 
the effortless source of amusement for his acquaintances. While some people (recalling such a 
public drunken episode) might stress the painful vulnerability of such incapacitation, Theron 
remembers the scene for its comfort, which makes sense if we think of the obvious ways in 
which this surrender to the placing hands of others resembles Celia’s ordering care in the funeral 
        
	
	 91	
scene discussed above. This time, of course, the surrender is predicated on the physiological 
reality of Theron’s extreme intoxication. And yet it’s important to note that Theron never loses 
consciousness here (he even insists to Sister Soulsby that he never became drunk); rather, he is 
alert and thus able to feel the (admittedly less elevated) solace of being passed around the streets 
of New York by transient do-gooders. 
 Theron’s alcohol-fueled excursion is neither an uncomplicated nor an immature response 
to the dissolution of his faux friendships. Instead, the young minister’s self-destructive episode is 
a trenchant cri de cœur that helps us to understand Theron’s motivations for his earlier pursuit of 
objectifying relationships and, on another level, clarifies the novel’s critique of aspiration and the 
central role it plays in human valuing in Gilded Age society. Rambling in a manner that exceeds 
either the excuse of Theron’s drunkenness or his emotional upheaval in recalling the episode, the 
formal qualities of the longest sentence in Theron’s narrative of debauchery is comprised of 
several clauses in which Theron is the direct object of faceless individuals in the crowd. As such, 
Theron’s description of being moved from person to person serves as a mise en âbyme for the 
novel: it captures in a single, sprawling sentence the title character’s movement through the 
narrative as a whole. While Theron’s desperation in this inebriated state might prompt some 
readers to write his struggle off as an oddity: a pathological “case,” perhaps, like that of Cather’s 
Paul, such an attempt to create comfortable distance between ourselves and this character’s 
tendencies would be, I believe, a serious mistake. Much better, I think, is to try to grapple with 
the essential need that is disclosed through Theron’s description of his bender: the need to be 
attended to, a need so great that it at times can eclipse normal concerns about vulnerability to 
bodily harm.  




Misreading Theron’s Motivations 
 
 Thus far, extant literary criticism has struggled to address a need so basic. Neither 
perverse enough to qualify as intriguing to those who examine turn-of-the-century (sexual) 
deviance, nor edifying enough to appeal to scholars who focus on nineteenth-century idleness, 
Theron’s yearning for a simplistic form of appreciation confounds creative engagement.66 What 
we see in the literature on Frederic’s novel, as a result, are various attempts to avoid taking 
Theron’s desire at face value. Most frequently, scholars strive to transmute or transliterate the 
expressed need into something else—usually, a more acceptable pursuit. Their interpretations 
redirect us to the character’s other investments (e.g. his ostensible commitment to professional 
advancement or his alleged interest in intellectual expansion), and then lament the fact that 
Theron’s pursuit of this “true” calling has been derailed by the period of frenetic uncertainty that 
the novel chronicles. Without indulging in improperly sweeping generalizations, to survey 
published analyses of Frederic’s para-canonical novel provides significant insight into the 
broader ideals (idols?) of Americanist scholarship. Through a detailed examination of the extant 
literature on The Damnation, this section reckons with a certain set of priorities that critics bring 
to the interpretative table and charts the way that these scholarly values bleed into the explication 
of primary text material. Specifically, as we shall see, analyses of The Damnation tend to 
indirectly fortify aspects of human life that critics prize such as intellectual stimulation, human 
progress across time, and the importance of long-term thinking and deferred gratification, 
therefore, making scholarly interpretations of Theron’s plight a veritable Rorschach blot for the 
sticky, oft unspoken allegiances of our field. 67 
  Take, for example, the substantial number of scholars who insist that Theron’s true 
interest in his interactions with those around him is his own professional development and the 
        
	
	 93	
expansion of his mind through the acquisition of knowledge. In such accounts, Theron’s 
attraction to people like Father Forbes, Celia Madden, or Dr. Ledsmar is portrayed as the young 
minister’s hunger for cerebral stimulation. Bruce Michelson, for instance, sets out to demonstrate 
that the members of this coterie are not, in fact, intellectually au courant—a project he 
undertakes in order to show that the novel’s main purpose is to chart the way in which ideas 
cease to attain the status of principles (creeds by which to live) and, instead, take on the role of 
fodder for parlor games and idle conversation.68 Michelson meticulously dissembles the 
philosophies espoused by Celia and her friends in order to demonstrate that these figures are not 
in fact maverick thinkers but, rather, showmen with fast tongues and shaky knowledge of the 
Ancients, Darwin, and a host of other topics on which they converse quite freely. Of Miss 
Madden, Michelson quips that her “poses are old news at the time of the action,” and speaks of 
the young minister as a “would-be intellectual” who is “undone by [Celia’s] straw-hat 
sophistication” (57). Of Theron’s mealtime visit to the pastorate, Michelson writes, “This is the 
ignis fatuus of the dinner table, a string of sententious falsehoods and half-truths, not discussion” 
(64). And yet all this unmasking is beside the point because the architecture of this scholarly 
endeavor relies upon an assumption that the relationship that forms between the Reverend Ware 
and these characters is one of rational, scholastic veneration.  
 In the same vein, Tom Perrin’s interprets The Damnation as a narrative of the titular 
character’s progression through an array of ultimately flawed “aesthetic theories” (34). Theron’s 
interactions with Celia Madden, Father Forbes, and even Sister Soulsby are, thus, interpreted as 
being primarily motivated by the young minister’s attraction to the aesthetic philosophies 
professed (but also embodied) by these characters. Initially devoted to a simplistic strain of 
Transcendentalism, Theron experiments with “fin-de-siècle European aestheticism”—which is 
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elsewhere described as “neoplatonic idealism,” in his back and forth with Celia (38, 44); Father 
Forbes and the Soulsbys, by contrast, offer Theron a chance to try on the “contemporary 
American aesthetics,” which is influenced by pragmatism and the work of George Santayana 
(32). Perrin asserts that Frederic aligns characters with certain schools of aesthetic thought in 
order to call readerly attention to the problematic way in which aesthetic experience engenders 
“non-rational ‘susceptibility’ on the part of the subject” and to provoke a realization of the 
importance of “critical caution” in the face of “aesthetic pleasure” (32, 34).69 To this scholar, The 
Damnation is a morality tale regarding the way in which aesthetic experience can deracinate 
subjects from ethical mores and lead them away from the rational pursuit of the good, whatever 
that may be. As Perrin writes in his own summary of the novel’s plot: “Over and over again 
powerful aesthetic experiences render characters in the novel dangerously susceptible to the truth 
of some fallacious proposition in a way that bypasses rational critical scrutiny. Since what is 
beautiful is not necessarily good, the text characterizes aesthetic pleasure as a deceitful variety of 
experience that leads its characters into terrible trouble” (32). But who exactly said that Theron is 
committed to pursuit of the good, the rational, or the critical? Surely these are laudable concepts, 
but there’s no rule that states that characters in fiction must be wed to such values. When Perrin 
mocks Theron for his “final resolution to become a celebrated political speaker, made not out of 
any kind of ethical public interest, but solely from a desire for fame,” I must admit I’m confused 
by the way in which Frederic’s novel becomes a morality tale in the hands of modern-day critics.  
 The underlying impulse behind readings like the ones I’ve just discussed seems 
problematically self-serving. Frederic repeatedly demonstrates that Theron’s articulations of his 
future intentions are often at odds with his actions and tendencies in the present, so shouldn’t this 
give critics pause when it comes to Theron’s professed desires for bookish enlightenment? And 
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yet these empty words frequently serve as the foundation for scholarly understanding of the 
protagonist’s motivations. Strikingly, this holds true even for Mark Sussman, who eloquently 
attends to the terms “the problem of motivation in Theron Ware” (404). Sussman draws our 
attention to the way the novel “implicitly challenges the expressive value of language” as a 
medium for “reliably index[ing] the motivations of a speaker” (406). However, this scholar 
chooses to ignore the most obvious manifestation of what he calls the “cynical” disconnect 
between “speech and motivation,” namely, the character of Theron himself who says he is 
interested in the knowledge he stands to gain from his eccentric Octavius acquaintances when in 
fact his actions indicate that his reasons for affiliating himself with this group lie elsewhere 
(Sussman 406). In Sussman’s account, the baser feelings of appreciation and privileged comfort 
that easily explain why Theron is attracted to the parlors of Forbes and Madden are papered over 
with analysis that treats Theron’s thirst for knowledge far too earnestly. Claiming that Theron is 
motivated by an “ambition” of the mind, Sussman concludes that The Damnation is a book about 
turning inward. “If we were to trace the novel’s conceptual movements,” the critic writes, “we 
might say that Ware flees the material realities of the world. In ‘illuminating’ himself first in a 
minor sense by learning of the social tensions in Octavius and then in a major sense by turning 
away from those tensions to devote himself to epistemological self-maintenance, Ware practices 
enlightenment as a form of mental isolation” (410-411). While I agree that Theron attempts to 
find sanctuary from the ‘material realities of the world’ in his connections to this group of 
people, the kind of respite he finds is not the meditative refinement that would be in keeping with 
a progressive philosophy of human self-improvement; what Theron pursues in his flight from the 
world is an arena in which to (temporarily, at least) dispense with the burden of self-
determination altogether.  
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 Why do these critics refuse to take seriously Theron’s willingness to take the easy way 
out when it comes to the lifelong struggle to make good on inner potential? What is it about 
Theron’s exhausted embrace of unearned value that is so difficult to grasp? Anne-Lise François 
provides us with one way to make some sense of this interpretative blindspot. In her 
pathbreaking monograph Open Secrets: The Literature of Uncounted Experience (2008), 
François persuasively demonstrates that, to a large degree, the academy’s interpretative practices 
evince a “normative bias in favor of the demonstrable, dramatic development and realization of 
human powers” that reflects Western culture’s imperfect inheritance from the Age of 
Enlightenment (xvi).70 Practitioners of literary studies, François shows, tend to approach any 
given text with a certain ideal of selfhood in mind, specifically, a notion of the human subject as 
an individual compelled through life by a need to make herself “count,” through her actions and 
speech (150). As a result, critical work is informed by an assumption that characters are invested, 
above all else, in a process of individually cultivating and transmitting their value. In such a 
context, individuals whose priorities seem to lie elsewhere slip through the cracks of 
understanding and become the target of confusion, pity, and even, in some cases, ire. For 
example, “[a]esthetes, flirts, and others who define their acts as play-acts, and speak only ‘off the 
record’ ” might unnerve scholarly readers (and the students they instruct) because they 
“invite...the charge of not knowing how to value their object, because they seek neither to 
preserve nor to transmit it to others” (23). Theron, a character for whom an “end of one’s own 
making” seems of terrifyingly little concern, similarly provokes readerly “anxiety over wasted or 
underdeveloped powers” and “guilt of leaving the given untransformed” (23). Instead of 
contending with the protagonist’s complex motivations for desiring culturally undesirable (even 
taboo) things—such as the respite of objectifying relationships, much of the secondary literature 
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on The Damnation writes these yearnings off as somehow not a genuine expression of the 
character’s interests. Such a ‘normative bias’ with respect to human needs and motivations is 
evident in the readings of The Damnation that I’ve just discussed in the sense that Michelson, 
Perrin, and Sussman insist on reframing Theron’s actions as part of an edifying endeavor to 
improve himself—despite enormous evidence to the contrary. (Mis)readings like this are 
possible in part because Theron, unlike the decidedly reticent characters and personas with which 
Open Secrets engages, is a character who is defined by the lip service he pays to the dominant 
social norms of self-improvement and status elevation through professional achievement.  
 Another cluster of analyses of The Damnation reflects this ‘normative bias’ in their 
preoccupation with the protagonist’s failure to develop across time by calling attention to the 
repetitive and non-progressive quality of the trials Theron faces. Allen Stein offers the most 
extended meditation on the cyclical plot structure of the novel in an article that harps on the 
“mechanical regularity” that characterizes the young minister’s “repetitive pursuits of the ideal” 
and his subsequent “attempts to avoid the difficulties engendered by those pursuits” (36, 26). 
According to Stein, this ‘repetitive’ plot structure is meant to expose “weaknesses in Theron’s 
nature”; indeed, the scholar asserts that Frederic’s intent is to “enable readers, through their 
realization of the inevitable behavior pattern, to view Theron with…derision” (26, 25). Sydney 
Krause remarks upon the same repetitive structure of the novel but draws slightly different 
conclusions where authorial intention is concerned. Krause attributes this structure to what he 
argues is Frederic’s advancement of an “anti-redemptive” theme in The Damnation that centers 
the novel upon a character whose actions offer a strong rebuff to “the supposed possibilities of a 
cleansing ascent from the ashes of failure through illuminative experience” (55).71 The self-
contradictory behavior of Theron, who “in one breath pledge[s] himself to personal enrichment 
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and in the next” finds himself “steeped in self-flattery that discloses an incomprehension of his 
own mentality,” can be traced to the “a constitutional inability to abandon promise when it 
abandons him” in Krause’s account (61, 64). Of course, there is undeniably a cyclical quality to 
Theron’s behavior; nevertheless, the question of whether or not the book means this pattern to be 
interpreted as a personal failing remains. After all, I’ve shown that the fictional universe of The 
Damnation is one in which striving is simultaneously a bootless endeavor and the only socially 
viable option of creating value for oneself. Both Stein and Krause ultimately lay the 
responsibility for this action at Theron’s door: they reduce the hold of aspiration into an 
individual character flaw. In so doing, these scholars act as if there are viable alternatives that 
Theron might pursue—i.e. other ways of being a wannabe upwardly-mobile professional in late 
nineteenth-century American. What they refuse to recognize is the degree to which the world in 
which Theron moves is irretrievably bound to “the American illusion that there is no final 
failure, that success only awaits a new beginning elsewhere” (Krause 64).  
 Far from being a gap specific to Stein or Krause, the majority of analyses of the novel 
obscure the role of external or structural forces. Take a piece by Fritz Oehlschlaeger that opens 
with the reasonable claim that The Damnation is best understood as “an exploration of the 
problem of authority in nineteenth-century Protestant America” (239). The bulk of the article is 
spent in a gleeful critique of Theron’s shortcomings that pretends as if Frederic’s protagonist 
exists in a vacuum and does not, as the author himself suggested just a few pages earlier, embody 
“the consequences of his culture’s lack of clearly defined authority” (239). As argumentative 
writing, Oeshlschlaeger’s article is painfully divided upon itself. What is missing from this 
scholar’s account is an understanding of the way in which potential-based aspiration functioned 
as an authority—or, an authoritative cultural doctrine—in the Gilded Age period. Unlike the 
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authorities that, as Oeshlschlaeger convincingly demonstrates, Frederic undermines over the 
course of the novel, the imperative of endless striving is not embodied in one single person or 
character.72 Instead, the system of human valuing and the judgment of worth that are part and 
parcel of this theoretical cornerstone of American upward-mobility pervade the public mind in 
the manner of an ideology, with no need for a figurehead to reiterate its truths or an apostle to 
spread its gospel. Theron is not, then, “remarkable” for his persistent commitment to “ceaseless 
self-development”: this constant simmer of aspiration is encouraged in the population at large. 
Nor is Theron unique in appearing to be without “any set of standards by which to judge his 
learning or ability” because in a potential-based society, the metrics of judgments are 
externalized—dispersed among the countless strangers that make up an individual’s social milieu 
(239).73 The “void” that Oehlschlaeger identifies at Theron’s center, then, stems less from a 
dearth of forces “to shape or confirm” his sense of self and more from the character’s existence 
within a society in which self-worth depends upon the extrication of latent potential (239). The 
young minister’s “need to be accepted” and his fixation on “the kind of impression he makes 
upon others”—both of which Oehlschlaeger scoffs at—are in fact reflections of the painful 
‘void’ that this scholar purports to sound (251, 249). Unable to truly break free of the only 
system of valuing he knows, but painfully deprived of any fruits from his years of effort, Theron 
basks in what is available to him: the attention of worldly strangers who value him for his 
superficial traits. That condemnation would be directed at the young minister seems the result of 
a failure to understand Theron’s limited agency within this situation and a deep distrust of the 
sufficiency of superficial forms of human valuing.  
 With this in mind, I’d like to consider, in closing, the novel’s concluding scene. While 
many critics brandish passages from the conclusion as evidence of the characterological 
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weakness of the novel’s protagonist, I argue that the scene, in fact, reveals the immense power 
that the ideology of aspiration exerts in the novel and the extremity of Theron’s basic need for 
effortless acceptance amid this environment.74 At the center of this scene is a “day-dream,” in 
which Theron imagines himself transfigured into a political leader (Frederic 344). “There rose 
before his fancy,” Frederic writes, “some faces of men, then more behind them, then a great 
concourse of uplifted countenances, crowded close together as far as the eye could reach” (344). 
Theron is looking out onto a densely packed audience who is singularly focused on him; the 
passage reads in full:  
They were attentive faces all—rapt, eager, credulous to a degree. Their eyes were 
admiringly bent upon a common object of excited interest. They were looking at him; 
they strained their ears to miss no cadence of his voice. Involuntarily he straightened 
himself, stretched forth his hand with the pale, thin fingers gracefully disposed, and 
passed it slowly before him from side to side, in a comprehensive, stately gesture. The 
audience rose at him, as he dropped his hand, and filled his day-dream with a mighty roar 
of applause, in volume like an ocean tempest, yet pitched for his ear alone. (344, 
emphasis in original)   
 
Amidst the ostensible affirmation of continued struggle, the young minister’s “day-dream” 
imparts his deep need to be effortlessly appreciated and immediately gratified. The young 
minister expresses his unutterable hunger in terms that, on their face, reflect enthusiasm for the 
continued slog of self-improvement because there is no language available to Theron to describe 
such a taboo yearning. A few key omissions helpfully distinguish Theron’s fantasy from the 
normative program of striving. For one thing, absent from the tableau is any evidence of the 
quotidian grind of political labor—e.g. campaigning, fundraising, or navigating divided 
constituencies. Even more noteworthy, the actual work of public speaking is elided from the 
vision: in his dream, Theron addresses the crowd with a simple hand gesture rather than with 
carefully-crafted words. The cheers of his supporters precede any effort. They stand apart from 
the content of the oration that may or may not follow. Indeed, in this make-believe realm the 
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podium becomes a pedestal that recalls other sites of easeful, ‘unaccountable’ appreciation, such 
as the comfy chair in Father Forbes’s private quarters or the mound of pillows in Celia’s boudoir. 
With their ‘attentive faces’ and ‘excited interest’ in Theron as a ‘common object,’ the audience 
of the dream world resembles the initial warm welcome Theron received from the coterie of 
Octavius eccentrics. It should be obvious why this vision—however fictive, however fleeting—
elicits a grin and a “delighted tremor” from Theron: the dreamscape discloses a palatable 
variation on his potential-based reality (Frederic 344). Only in this alternative, imaginary realm 
can the young minister experience the pleasurable parts of the aspirational equation (the rapt 
respect of strangers) without the disappointments and exhaustion that attend trying to gain that 
kind of acclaim, which necessitates an unlikely ascent against serious odds.  
Coda 
 Disclosed in Theron’s tendencies, penchants, and fantasies is a powerful vision of 
sufficiency. Whether Frederic intended it or subconsciously wrought it, the young minister’s 
attraction to being swept up in Celia’s wake or serving as unwitting entertainment for a learned 
dinner party, his day-dreams of being driven around on a yacht or being embraced by a crowd of 
political supporters who do not need to hear his oratory to make him feel beloved, all these 
instances evidence an important glimpse of an alternative world in which one might be content to 
live life as an amusement to others. Through Theron’s predilections, readers come in contact 
with a universe that is (simultaneously) tantalizingly close at hand and unimaginably distant; this 
is a place in which to cede the struggle of self-development is an acceptable and, most notably, 
feel good experience.  
 Although critics express contempt for Frederic’s young minister and the dilemma with 
which he contends, they find themselves in a virtually identical bind. Like Theron, they have 
ample evidence to demonstrate that there is much that is absurd about the American insistence on 
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an aspirational model of individual human existence; indeed, they may even be plagued by 
inklings that they would be happier were they freed from this model of selfhood. And yet, like 
Theron, they bear the indelible mark of their ideological indoctrination in the form of an abiding 
belief in the virtues of striving. There is, simply put, neither mental space nor theoretical 
forbearance for a positive theory of sufficiency or contentment. Even when it is acknowledged 
that the human lifetime is finite and adversity stands between the average individual and their 
goals, otherwise cold and cynical critics object when human agents (fictional or otherwise) 
refrain from applying themselves. In the prevailing analysis, people who elect to spend their time 
and energy on things that are less challenging, more familiar, and more present-focused do not 
pass muster.  
 I would like to suggest that literary interpretations of texts like The Damnation lay bare 
(in miniature, of course) the contours of a normative morality that forms the unacknowledged but 
consequential background to much of our thinking in the field: in reading Theron as a character 
who fails to act with his own best interests in mind, scholars implicitly assume a framework in 
which the quest for individual advance and goal-driven improvement take necessary precedence 
over competing human needs. In social philosophy, normative morality represents one of two 
main ways to judge and theorize about human behavior and thought; “normative morality” is 
distinguished from “descriptive morality” to the extent that the former assumes that there is a 
“code of conduct that, given specified conditions, would be put forward by all rational persons” 
(Gert 1). To identify a normative morality at work among literary scholarship is not to argue that 
scholars are close-minded but rather to make the very intuitive point that, in large part, the field 
consistently struggles with notions of contentment and sufficiency because practitioners and 
students of literary studies operate in a disciplinary milieu that overwhelmingly emphasizes the 
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nobility of human commitment to self-improvement, of effortful cultivation of talents, and of 
deferred gratification. The goal of a project like mine is not to dismiss the dominant way of 
thinking about how humans should ideally move through the world—indeed, there is a 
significant benefit to aspirational striving in myriad circumstances, which is something I do not 
intend to deny. Instead, my aim is to attend to the areas in which the influence of this specific 
kind of normative position leads us to minimize the validity of the life choices of others, in an 
often-reflexive effort to enforce the standards we have been trained to see as most conducive to 
fulfillment.  
 Titled “Confronting the Problem of Enough: Adaptive Preferences & Contented 
Settling,” my second chapter takes as its starting place this question of what kinds of lives—what 
types of human connections and approaches to daily existence—must be excised or portrayed as 
somehow misguided to maintain the dominance of this normative framework for understanding 
the preferences of human agents. My first chapter took as its primary object of interpretation a 
late nineteenth-century novel in which contentment was removed from the realm of possibility—
present only in fleeting moments, in the form of fantasies of a place where sufficiency takes the 
place of aspirational striving. With the second chapter, I turn to a selection of postbellum literary 
works that each feature a fictional landscape in which sufficiency and contentment appear as 
viable options: Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” (1894), and “The Beast in the 
Jungle” (1903) by Henry James. The title character in Kate Chopin’s short story decides to 
remain with her lowlife husband, ultimately refusing to avail herself of the divorce to which her 
regular interlocutor Judge Paxton argues she is entitled. In a similar fashion, James’s May 
Bartram spends a significant portion of her adult life connected in a kind of indescribable, 
nonromantic bond to the aloof and emotionally unavailable John Marcher.  
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 More specifically, my second chapter examines the impulse (among critics but also 
among readers at the graduate and undergraduate level) to problematize the choices these 
characters make by complicating our understanding of the decision to adopt modes of living 
characterized by stasis, familiarity, and acquiescence. 75 Such readings gesture toward a 
normative world in which, were circumstances different, these women would choose differently, 
namely, they would aspire for more than is readily available to them and they would refuse to 
settle in the way they do in the works in question. The implication is that behind the façade of 
contentment lies discontent and that these characters would rather engage in aspirational striving 
but that they are constrained either by gendered expectations or more specific sociocultural 
constraints.76 Before asserting the validity of the various poses of contentment that the characters 
under consideration present, I want to ask more generally what is at stake in reading contentment 
as contentment: what eventualities and considerations—political, sociocultural, ethical, or 
moral—motivate us to problematize displays of enoughness or sufficiency? Drawing on the 
ongoing debate about “adaptive preferences” in social philosophy, I elucidate some of the 
considerations that are at play when we approach instances of self-circumscribed possibility—
especially when those situations feature gendered bodies vulnerable to oppression. To this end, I 
make use of recent research from philosophers such as Rosa Terlazzo, Donald Bruckner, and 
Martha Nussbaum in order to understand the fraught exercise of judging the choices and 
preferences of other human beings. 
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CHAPTER 2: CONFRONTING THE PROBLEM OF ENOUGH: 
                       ADAPTIVE PREFERENCES & CONTENTED SETTLING  
 
 In The Damnation of Theron Ware, contentment exists in the form of a special occasion, 
not a quotidian mode of existence. In fact, Theron’s experience of blissful release from 
aspirational striving is dependent upon the existence of a class of well-to-do people—represented 
by the characters Celia Madden, Father Forbes, and Dr. Ledsmar—who are both bored and 
playful enough to take interest in a commoner like Theron and pluck him out of the grueling rat 
race of upward mobility for a few luxurious hours.77 By contrast, the literary figures I analyze in 
this second chapter “successfully” settle with comparatively little drama. Whatever their 
substantive differences, Madame Célestin from Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” 
(1894) and May Bartram from Henry James’s “The Beast in the Jungle” (1903) are women who 
modify their aspirations; they decline to pursue alternative paths that represent major changes 
from their current way of life and would require significant expenditures of effortful striving. 
Indeed, their contentment takes the form of an apparent preference for what is easily attainable or 
near at hand. Frustrated by her life as a put-upon housewife, Madame is encouraged by a lawyer 
acquaintance to explore her options for divorce within her Catholic Creole community. After 
conducting some serious research, Madame professes that she is set on ending her marriage, only 
to suddenly dispense with the idea upon her husband’s surprise return. Her deadbeat spouse, this 
reversal seems to communicate, will suit her just fine. Like Madame, May prioritizes an 
interpersonal commitment that is not fulfilling in any immediately recognizable way when she 
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decides to spend much of her adult life as a label-less helpmeet to John Marcher, a man rendered 
vulnerable by anxiety but mighty by ego. The choices that Madame and May make each signal 
what Rachel Cole has elsewhere described as the tacit appraisal that anchors contentment, 
namely, the highly personalized “judgment that some delimited quality or quantity is enough” 
(387).  
 This chapter is born of the reality that the highly personalized “judgments” of women like 
Madame or May rarely remain in the realm of the personal for long. Such displays of contented 
settling often set the stage for much more public epistemological struggles: from a feminist 
framework women’s choices are scrutinized by others in attempts to discern whether these 
choices serve the best interest of those doing the choosing.78 Acts of scrutiny like this 
obsessively return to a woman’s seemingly unnatural preferences for less-than-ideal 
circumstances when alternatives are available. When Madame Célestin chooses to honor her 
commitment to her good-for-nothing husband, readers are bound to wonder: are the preferences 
she expresses truly her own? Where May Bartram is concerned, is her decision to remain in a 
non-romantic liaison with Marcher a lamentable tableau of female codependency or, perhaps, a 
regrettable instance of misplaced maternal care? How, in other words, are we to judge the 
validity of these preferences? In the case of fiction, the author largely directs this interpretive 
process by shaping the surrounding literary text in a way that encourages readers to view a 
character’s apparent willingness to settle in a certain light.  
 Frequently literary texts encourage readers to see such displays of contented settling as 
merely masking feelings of discontent that cannot be readily expressed (e.g. because of the 
constraints of a given sociohistorical context). In Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “Through This” 
(1893) or Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), for example, readers are compelled to view the 
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contented settling of female characters Jane and Irene with suspicion.79 If Jane were truly happy 
with her life of domestic bliss, why would her stream-of-consciousness narrative be punctuated 
with longing intrusions about the intellectual rigors of university life?80 Similarly, if Irene were 
really content with her situation, why would she shutdown at the slightest challenge from her 
husband and why would she have developed an arsenal of passive aggressive strategies through 
which to exert power (e.g. taking a great deal of time to get ready so that at least one portion of 
the day is dictated by her own chronological rhythms rather than those of her husband)?81 For 
these narratives, the preferences characters exhibit can be better understood as maladaptive 
responses to environmental adversity. Displays of contented settling become, upon extrapolation, 
even politically problematic, as the decision to lower one’s aspirations and embrace what is near 
at hand become ethically vexed symptoms of forces of structural oppression that remain, for the 
most part, invisible within the narrative frame.  
 Pathologizing the contented settling of women likely strikes one as quite commonplace in 
twenty-first century America, where pathbreaking works of second wave feminism have come to 
inform broader sociocultural understandings about what constitutes “enough.” It has been over 
fifty years since Betty Friedan’s The Feminist Mystique (1963) made the clear case for espousing 
suspicion in the face of happy suburban housewives by revealing the way that tranquilizers and 
perfectly coiffed hair consistently masked depths of loneliness and reservoirs of untapped 
ambitions for this segment of the American population. What is acquiesced to as enough—a 
kind, handsome, and successful husband, access to material comforts, and the business of 
childrearing and keeping up the home—are clearly inadequate, as Friedan forcefully 
demonstrates. After feminist theory made its indelible mark on the the practice of literary 
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criticism in the last decades of the twentieth century, suspicion and pathologizing became the 
obvious response to such instances of female settling in works of fiction and poetry.82  
 And yet not all literary depictions of gendered settling seek to invalidate the expressed 
preference for what is easily attainable or near at hand. Indeed, the two texts that are central to 
this chapter, when read with (rather than against) the textual grain, offer the reader the space to 
view such displays of contented settling differently. Far from being mere masks for discontent, 
these works entertain the possibility that contented settling is a phenomenon of considerably 
more nuance (and perhaps even validity) than has been heretofore acknowledged. How do we 
make sense of texts like this: texts that do not lend themselves to suspicious reading? To read in 
bad faith by forcing these texts to fit dominant attitudes about the disingenuous nature of 
contentment in the context of gendered settling would be to miss insights into the thorny 
business of how we judge preferences that each work provides. More interesting and productive, 
to my mind, is the effort to exhume the insights these texts contain. This chapter models a 
welcoming stance toward the challenges these texts pose where conventional thinking about the 
reveleatory value of preferences is concerned. Ultimately this chapter seeks to expand literary 
critical assumptions about what constitutes flourishing by exploring the complicated relationship 
between an individual’s expressed preferences and her underlying beliefs about her entitlement 
to personal growth and fulfillment. 
 The key to understanding these more nuanced takes on contented settling lies in selective 
engagement with social philosophical debates pertaining to the interpretation of preferences. As 
it turns out, the phenomenon of contented settling poses problems for both social philosophers 
and the human development policymakers to whom their philosophical work is often addressed. 
In fact, there is a growing subfield of social philosophical work that attends to contented settling 
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through an engagement with the concept of “adaptive preferences,” a term which describes, most 
basically, preferences that are predicated on a lowering of sights and thus appear to be at odds 
with flourishing. Where philosophers are concerned, individuals who display adaptive 
preferences are motivational ciphers that challenge rich archives on the subject of self-interest 
and the role it plays in influencing human action. How, philosophers ask, should we judge 
human decisions that do not appear to serve the best interests of the agent in question but that 
appear unproblematic to those agents themselves? These individuals also present quandaries 
where respect for individual choice is concerned. When is it ever appropriate, these same 
philosophers wonder, to seek to influence or alter the preferences of another person? These 
questions comprise the “problem of enough” to which the title refers. It is a problem of 
interpersonal interpretation, a problem of how we interpret the preferences of others—how we 
make sense of or take issue with others’ beliefs about what is sufficient for their contentment. 
Without irresponsibly collapsing the act of reading fictional characters and reading human lives 
in the real world, we can make use of some of the kernels of insight that emerge within social 
philosophical work on this facet of preference formation.  
 In the section that follows, I outline the aspects of social philosophical work on 
preference formation that are most helpful when it comes to interpreting the displays of 
contented settling central to “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” and “The Beast in the Jungle.” After 
the interdisciplinary concepts are laid out, I proceed to an extended reading of Chopin’s short 
story. Therein I reinterpret “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” as a tale that legitimizes Madame’s 
motivations for contented settling and casts aspersions on the accuracy and nuance of third-party 
critiques of suspect preferences. To further demonstrate the way that the social philosophical 
work can help literary scholars arrive at a more productive understanding of contented settling 
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within American literature, I turn to James’s short story “The Beast in the Jungle.” Where 
Chopin’s short story raises the question of what is to be done with literary characters that 
presume to interpret the suspect preferences of others, “Beast” calls readerly attention to the way 
that readers are invited to judge suspect preferences. My reading of “Beast” draws on feminist 
philosophical work on decision-making to proffer a model of choice that sees flourishing as a 
process of choosing among a bundle of elements rather than seeing life as spreading out between 
one or two paths, one bent toward flourishing and one toward a self-abnegating denial of 
individual worth. An argument for caution in extrapolating from choices that seem inconsistent 
with flourishing unites the two sections of textual interpretation. The chapter concludes with a 
brief coda that serves as a bridge to my third and final chapter.  
Parsing the Preferences of Others 
 
 The term “adaptive preferences” originates with a study entitled “Sour Grapes—
Utilitarianism and the Genesis of Wants” (1982) by the political theorist Jon Elster. The title of 
this study alludes to a well-known Aesop’s fable. In this tale, a fox realizes that he cannot reach 
the grapes that he so desires, because they are too high up on the vine, and reacts by convincing 
himself that he never wanted those grapes anyway and rationalizing that the fruit is probably 
sour anyway. Alluding to this story, Elster coins the term ‘adaptive preferences’ to describe a 
shift in preferences that emerges in the wake of a forced lowering of sights. Published in the 
volume called Utilitarianism and Beyond, edited by Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams, “Sour 
Grapes” was first and foremost a challenge to the theory of Utilitarianism, which relied on an 
understanding of “preferences as given and static, when they are in fact dynamic and affected by 
historical processes” (238). As Elster bluntly puts it in the first paragraph of this piece: “why 
should individual want satisfaction be the criterion of justice and social choice when individual 
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wants themselves may be shaped by a process that preempts the choice? And, in particular, why 
should the choice between feasible options only take account of individual preferences if people 
tend to adjust their aspirations to their possibilities?” (219). It is, then, with the goal of making an 
intervention into utilitarian political and economic theory that Elster coins the term adaptive 
preferences. The term as it is used today is generally associated with the more applied realm of 
social theory—with the field of development studies, in particular.  
 The sometimes joint, sometimes parallel efforts of economist Amartya Sen and 
philosopher Martha Nussbaum are responsible for making adaptive preferences an integral part 
of work on human development. This is because Sen and Nussbaum made the concept of 
adaptive preferences central to their work on the Capabilities Approach, a theory of human 
development policy focused on creating accessibility to what Sen termed “substantial freedoms,” 
which are (often intangible) opportunities “to choose and to act” that make individual human 
growth possible (Nussbaum Creating Capabilities 20).83 As development studies heavy-hitters 
Miriam Teschl and Flavio Comim explain, “the problem of adaptive preferences is at the heart of 
the justification for the use of the Capability Approach” pioneered by Sen and impressively 
expanded upon by Nussbaum (230). In creating their innovative human development theory, Sen 
and Nussbaum dismissed subjective metrics for “evaluating well-being and quality-of-life” as 
inadequate to the task on the grounds that subjective assessments were inherently vulnerable to 
“distort[ion]” by “one’s ability to adapt to adverse situations and develop criteria that are 
deformed by one’s negative experiences” (Comim and Teschl 230).84 Simply put, subjective 
indices of well-being were invalid because adaptive preferences exist: because it is widely 
acknowledged that “[u]nfavorable social and economic circumstances as well as lifelong 
habituation to adverse environment [sic] might induce people to accept current negative 
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situations” (230). As Sen eloquently asserts, in an oft-quoted early iteration of the concept of 
adaptive preference:  
The most blatant forms of inequalities and exploitations survive in the world through 
making allies out of the deprived and the exploited. The underdog learns to bear the 
burden so well that he or she overlooks the burden itself. Discontent is replaced by 
acceptance, hopeless rebellion by conformist quiet, and—most relevantly in the present 
context—suffering and anger by cheerful endurance. (qtd. in Comim and Teschl 230)  
 
The world envisioned by the Capabilities Approach is one in which all subjects, especially those 
who had historically been oppressed, have access to the means to flourish—where this implies 
having have the autonomy and the resources necessary to improve one’s circumstances and mold 
one’s life in a manner fitting with one’s higher-order values. This, Sen and Nussbaum insisted, is 
what all people truly prefer, even if they have acquiesced to their situation so much so that they 
might profess to feel differently and claim to be earnestly content with something short of 
flourishing.  
 Various valid criticisms have been leveled against Sen and Nussbaum’s work on adaptive 
preferences. Reviewing the initially compelling claims made by these two esteemed scholars, 
questions immediately arise such as: is flourishing as homogenenous and clearly identifiable as 
this theory implies? How do we judge when expressed preferences are in fact the result of 
oppression, and what does it mean to tell someone that their preferences—and, by extension, 
their value commitments—are wrong? Because this chapter is focused on female characters who 
typify contented settling, I will focus on extant critiques of Nussbaum’s work, since she (more so 
than Sen) made the idea of adaptive preferences theoretically significant to feminist 
philosophical work. Through the female-centered revisions of global development theories that 
she began to publish in the nineties, Nussbaum portrayed the female subjects she studied as 
people whose oppression had left them with a diminished belief in the importance of their 
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flourishing. Adaptive preferences were choices that pointed to this deeper lack of self-worth. 
Recently, a new generation of scholars has returned to Nussbaum’s model as a starting place for 
their own attempts to address the practical and ethical conundrum of adaptive preferences. For 
the purposes of this chapter, I foreground two main players in this present-day reinvigoration of 
the debate over adaptive preferences and their relation to flourishing: Rosa Terlazzo and Serene 
Khader. Each of these scholars aims to create an account of how to assess and address suspect 
preferences that is free from the charges of imprecision and Western elitism that have been 
leveled at Nussbaum’s work over the years.85  
 As might be expected, a major aspect of much of the new literature on adaptive 
preference formation consists in attempting to offer a conclusive definition of the concept of 
adaptive preferences. Some amount of space in the articles and monographs which I draw on 
here, then, is committed to proposing a set of criteria that can be used to distinguish between 
instances where suspect preferences indicate an autonomy deficit in need of correction and cases 
where such intervention is not needed. As readers will observe, however, my engagement with 
extant treatments of adaptive preferences does not concern itself with this definitional side of the 
debate: I am not interested in making a case for why the preferences Madame or May exhibit are 
best understood as adaptive or non-adaptive according to some precise standard.  
 Instead, what I find revelatory in the current wave of social philosophical work on 
adaptive preferences is the rich analysis of the epistemological labor of interpreting the 
preferences of others. Rather than using the social philosophical material to diagnose or identify 
instances of adaptive preferences within turn-of-the-century American literature, this chapter 
uses social philosophical accounts of an epistemological problem (i.e. the problem of suspect 
preference formation) to respond to instances of contented settling in literary texts that present an 
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analogous interpretive problem for the reader (i.e. how do discern whether such contentment is 
genuine or the result of oppressive forces lurking between the lines?).86 Put differently, I use the 
social philosophical work in question as a conceptual tool through which to better understand 
literary texts in which doubts exist about the authenticity—and what philosopher’s might call the 
“good-making” nature—of the preferences expressed by certain fictional personae.  
 On the most basic level, writing on adaptive preferences can help to explain why present- 
day readers have as their default setting, so to speak, a distrust or skepticism toward preferences 
for contented settling like that embodied by Madame Célestin. Writing on adaptive preferences 
traces suspicion about the preferences of others to a broad belief in certain extra-legal human 
rights that has been internalized by twenty-first century thinkers across academia. As Rosa 
Terlazzo writes, the phenomenon of balking at certain forms of preference formation even when 
the individual in question does not stems from an intuitive, shared sense of “the importance of 
the individual’s freedom to live according to the values that matter to her” and a historically-
informed understanding that “certain sets of circumstances, especially likely to be encountered 
by victims of injustices...can prevent people from valuing the sorts of things that they would be 
likely to value in nearly any other set of circumstances” (“Perfectionism” 194). This can help to 
explain why there are virtually no extant accounts of the stories in question that advance a 
positive reading of the respective life choices of the female characters.87 Because literary 
scholars are hip to the fact that “in a world where norms often support unjust and inegalitarian 
social systems, our circumstances can effectively socialize us to prefer conditions or options that 
are bad for us,” as Terlazzo puts it elsewhere, we are unlikely to view the contented settling of a 
Madame Célestin, for example, as a valid (read: authentic) choice (“Conceptualizing” 206). 
Instead, as present-day readers, we tend to mentally consign Madame’s choice to remain with her 
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deadbeat husband to the category of inauthentic preferences that is exemplified by figures like 
“the woman who thinks her husband is justified in beating her, the poor person who has no desire 
for an education, the woman who wants to undergo breast augmentation to make herself more 
attractive to men, or the man who refuses treatment for depression because he takes stoicism to 
be central to masculinity” (“Conceptualizing” 206). We do this in part because we cannot help 
but approach fictional characters with the concerns of the real world in mind. This nation’s 
irrefutable history of oppression—and the history of Western colonialism, more broadly—instills 
in scholars an awareness that if we read every smiling face as genuine, we will very likely, on 
some level at least, be allowing the structural injustices of the status quo to persist.  
 Nevertheless, if social philosophers provide literary scholars with an explanation of the 
honorable origins to which we might trace our suspicions, they do not endorse the act of 
maintaining this judgmental stance in the long run. Indeed, this is the second clear benefit of 
engaging with current work on preference formation: this interdisciplinary foray affords literary 
scholars a better understanding of the risks that inhere in doubting the authenticity of certain 
preferences. Throughout the body of research on adaptive preferences, emphasis is placed on the 
barriers that render it impossible to be authorities of the good when it comes to the lives of other 
people. While literary studies has a certain amount of respect for the lack of “internal epistemic 
access” that plagues intersubjective judgments of any kind, there is not the same recognition of 
the important implications of getting mind-reading wrong.88  For development policymakers, the 
risks of intervening in cases of suspect preference formation are anything but theoretical. Where 
the individuals with these preferences are concerned, to disrespect their expressed desires is 
liable to produce harm in the form of either psychological and in many cases even material 
damage, which would only compound the kind of oppression they may already be experiencing. 
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As Rosa Terlazzo explains, “the danger of paternalistic intervention is not simply that a third 
party may misjudge a person’s interests in isolated instances and so prevent her from furthering 
them in the moment” (“Autonomy and Settling” 312). Instead:  
paternalistic intervention runs the risk of disrupting the whole course of her life, and of 
robbing her of both the sense and the tools of agency that leave her able to esteem and 
make sense of herself. While third parties may be well placed to say which commitments 
most persons would counterfactually be better off having, they cannot say which of a 
person’s particular commitments are most central to the identity that she in fact has, and 
which necessary compromises she relies upon to pursue those commitments. (312)  
 
To avoid this kind of harm, social philosophers stress the importance of mustering up respect for 
individuals not just as people who see a real value in living life according to their desires but as 
individuals who are in some way authorities on their own good. 
 And this is where the third and final contribution of the social philosophical work comes 
in: within the social philosophical archive, there are paradigm-disrupting arguments in defense of 
the attractiveness of settling, lowering one’s sights, and maintaining long-standing commitments 
in the face of alternatives that may be, in the abstract sense, more attractive. These arguments 
take two main forms. On the one hand, philosophers like Donald Bruckner, who are not 
necessarily interested in asserting the richness of the decision to settle or to honor imperfect 
commitments, are nonetheless firm in defending these actions against the charges of irrationality 
typically leveled at them. Bruckner takes aim at certain forms of adaptation that register as 
“intuitively objectionable” such as instances where “adaptation can involve lowering one’s sights 
and confining one’s ambitions” (319). Here he insists that such “lowering of sights” can only be 
irrational if the individual in question has “false beliefs about the elements of [their] feasible set” 
and if that individual, upon reflection, would not “endorse” their preference to settle for less 
(Bruckner 320-321). On the other hand, we have thinkers like Roger Goodin, Rosa Terlazzo, and 
Cheshire Calhoun who parse the specific goods that are derived from settling. These include not 
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just the removal of the pain of adherence to aspirations that are unlikely to bear fruit but also 
constructive elements such as the ability to generate, through settled commitments, a stable 
notion of the self from which to derive self-respect.89  
 “The spirit of a perfect acquiescence”: Contemplating Commitment with Kate Chopin90 
 
 I will begin with Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” because this short story 
most directly engages with the problem of interpreting the preferences of others. Indeed, as we 
shall see, Chopin actively confronts the issue of paternalistic intervention into the lives of 
individuals with suspect preferences, through the figure of Lawyer Paxton, in a manner that 
anticipates the kind of complex analysis of the life choices of gendered subjects that is advanced 
in the work on adaptive preferences. In the style of her other short fiction such as “The Story of 
an Hour” (1894), Kate Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” centers upon the fantasy of an 
alternate life for its female protagonist.91 Both stories are notably brief—each comes in at under 
two pages in length. “The Story of an Hour” charts the process by which Louise Mallard comes 
to terms with the prospect of widowdom only to have this paradigm shift vanish when her 
husband walks in, safe and unscarred by the accident that—just an hour earlier—it was reported 
had killed him. “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” similarly chronicles the (more temporally 
protracted) process by which apparent marital discontent stirs an ultimately fleeting excitement 
for an alternative lifestyle.92 At the point at which we are introduced to her, Madame finds 
herself caring for two young children, saddled with all the domestic labor around the house, and, 
of late, responsible for generating enough income to support herself while her unreliable husband 
plays the wanderer—“taking in sewing; giving music lessons” etc. (164). Defined by this intense 
desire to be seen and heard, Madame spends her days completing physically repetitive tasks such 
as sweeping her porch—dressed in a “snugly-fitting calico wrapper” with a coquettish pink 
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ribbon ‘round her neck (Chopin 163).93 The narrative action of the story is set in motion by 
Paxton who becomes frustrated by the failure of chivalric duty latent in the housewife’s active 
display and, thus, attempts to convince Madame to extricate herself from her current situation. 
Divorce makes sense to Paxton because he sees Madame’s constant subsistence labor as 
evidence that her absent husband has reneged on the marriage contract by “fail[ing] to support” 
her (165).     
 The divorce talk intensifies over the course of the short story as Madame Célestin and 
Paxton share words most mornings as the latter passes the Célestin house on his way to work. In 
these exchanges, the legal professional provides the suffering housewife with encouragement and 
feedback on her various efforts to explore the option of separating from her ne’er-do-well 
husband. And Madame exerts considerable effort in this liberating, fact-finding mission: she 
begins by seeking out the advice of family members; pursuing the idea further, she takes the 
initiative to discuss the prospect of divorce with her local priest and, later, with the bishop who is 
his superior. There are obvious (serious) barriers to filing for divorce in Madame Célestin’s 
position—including the potential that she would be socially ostracized within her Creole 
community and permanently separated from her two young children, given the legal precedent of 
the period. Nevertheless, each time the abandoned housewife encounters setbacks, Paxton is 
there to support her and to get her to verbally affirm that she remains committed to the process.  
The degree to which Madame Célestin commits herself to researching the pros and cons 
of pursuing a divorce makes her sudden dismissal of the idea, which comes in the last paragraph 
of the short story, rather shocking. How did Madame go from righteous indignation at her absent 
husband’s personal failings—and an energetic interest in divorce—to the version of her we see at 
the stories conclusion: a woman who “with hesitancy” insinuates to her regular interlocutor “ 
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‘You know, Judge, about that divo’ce. I been thinking—I reckon you betta neva mine about that 
divo’ce’ ” (169)? Readerly shock only intensifies as Madame elaborates on her reversal of mind 
and attributes the change to the return of her husband and, specifically, his pledge of dramatic 
self-improvement. “ ‘Yes, I reckon you need n’ mine’,” she continues “You see, Judge, Célestin 
came home las’ night. An he’s promise me on his word an’ honor he’s going to turn ova a new 
leaf’ ” (169). In her last exchange with Paxton, Madame is described as occupying herself by 
“making deep rings in the palm of her gloved hand with the end of the broomhandle,” a detail 
that could easily communicate Madame’s feeling of bashfulness or even downright shame about 
her startling conversion—from willful determination to ditch her ne’er do well of a husband to 
acceptance of a continuation of the situation she kvetched about at such length (169). Seemingly 
supporting a reading of Madame as embarrassed in this scene is the detail of the housewife’s 
apparent blush, for at this moment in the text, our omniscient narrator notes that “Her face 
seemed to the lawyer to be unusually rosy; but maybe it was only the reflection of the pink bow 
at the throat” (169).  
Even if, as readers, we thought all along that there were serious barriers to Madame 
Célestin’s divorce, we likely still find ourselves cringing at Madame’s inconsistency. Madame 
becomes, especially to twenty-first century readers, a stand-in for the hopelessly devoted wife 
who does not know her own worth and who, therefore, accepts her husband’s groveling as a 
genuine commitment to future change, against her better judgment. After all, Madame Célestin 
early on admitted to Judge Paxton that her husband’s promises mean nothing, “ ‘[I]f you would 
know the promises he has made me’ ” she exclaims in the first conversation in which the idea of 
divorce is raised, “ ‘Ah, if I had as many dolla’ as I had promise from Célestin, I would n’ have 
to work, je vous garantis’ ” (165, emphasis in the original). Or Madame’s situation might take on 
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a more tragic tinge if readers attribute her abandonment of the idea of divorce to invisible 
coercive forces of spousal abuse that lie behind the fictional presentation of her life. And yet, 
“Madame Célestin’s Divorce” is not a cautionary tale about the self-perpetuating cycle of female 
entrapment but rather a cautionary tale about epistemological hubris in judging suspect 
preferences.94  
This section constructs a new reading of “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” as a tale of 
defensible settling that emphasizes the value of already-made life commitments and rebukes 
experts (here, epitomized by Judge Paxton) for their attempts at paternalistic intervention. To 
start, I show how Chopin constructs her short story in a way that baits readers to affiliate 
themselves with Paxton and the judgment he passes on Madame Célestin’s situation to make a 
point about the inaccuracy of his outside appraisal of Madame’s suspect preferences. While close 
reading (with a dash of narratology) allows me to put Paxton in his place, so to speak, I show 
how a strictly literary reading of the text is enhanced by incorporating the arguments against 
paternalism made by Serene Khader and the defense of settling articulated in Rosa Terlazzo’s 
oeuvre.  
 Previous literary interpretive work on Chopin’s short fiction has stopped short of 
acknowledging any radical defense of settling such as I am identifying in “Madame Célestin’s 
Divorce,” although there is critical literature on the general theme of choice in Chopin’s work. 
Avril Horner, for example, has investigated choice in Chopin in an essay in the Cambridge 
Companion to Kate Chopin (2008) that adds to a growing body of work that situates Chopin as a 
protomodernist where stylistic elements and thematic content are concerned. In this piece, 
Horner persuasively asserts that a preoccupation with the messiness of choosing constitutes an 
under acknowledged through-line for Chopin’s oeuvre. Although she does not treat “Madame 
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Célestin’s Divorce,” this critic’s general commentary rings true with respect to this tale: Horner 
observes that Chopin’s “characters often make choices that seem against their best interests or 
that puzzle the modern reader—and which sometimes result in endings that seem curiously at 
variance with the main drift of the narrative” (1–2). Further aligning with my analysis is 
Horner’s claim that Chopin’s stories employ stylistic tactics that seek to manipulate readerly 
attention where the judgment of such choices is concerned.  
 Our shared interest in the theme of choosing in Chopin is, however, the extent of my 
convergence with Horner. Horner is invested in placing Chopin’s fiction in the modernist 
lineage. As a result,/Therefore, this critic’s account of Chopin’s engagement with the theme of 
choosing emphasizes “ambiguity” and “irresolution” in an attempt to forge a connection between 
this author’s writing and Transatlantic literary accounts of the modern subject as divided by 
anxiety over the loss of clear moral mores of right and wrong. It is to T. S. Eliot’s “Prufrock” 
(1915), the poetic persona so paralyzed by choice as to be rendered existentially incapacitated, 
that Horner seeks to connect Chopin. Horner interprets Chopin’s work as insisting upon 
“ambiguity and irresolution” and the perpetual psychological dizziness caused by the modern 
world’s multiplicity of choices, e.g. pointing to the ending of The Awakening (1899), where 
readers are left to make sense of and derive moral significance from the suicide with which the 
novel closes. This critic insists that “Chopin leaves her readers with puzzles to resolve” in a 
manner evocative of what Martin Halliwell recently identified as the modernist obsession with 
narratives of  “ ‘experimental morality’ ” (2). Freed from the critical imperative to exhume the 
protomodernist strains of Chopin’s writing, my reading of “Madame Celestin’s Divorce” can 
acknowledge the way Chopin plays around with the theme of choosing while still seeing the 
story as ultimately affirming the value of Madame’s decision. Put differently, my reading fails to 
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find much ‘ambiguity’ or ‘irresolution’ where the story’s portrayal of Madame’s decision-
making is concerned. Instead, Chopin’s narrative seems to poke fun at those who would question 
the value of Madame’s decision to honor her already-made commitment—this character’s 
decision to settle, as it were.  
My reading begins with an examination of the way certain discursive elements of the 
story manipulate readerly sentiment to share Paxton’s conviction that Madame needs saving, or, 
more simply, that she would be better off without her husband. A clarification of terms is in 
order before we proceed. In narratology, the term “story” is used to refer to the chronological 
development of the events in real-time (i.e. what literally happens), while “discourse” denotes 
the way a given narrative shapes and selectively transmits the literal unfolding of action to its 
readers (Herman 193 and 184). Discursive elements might include the decision to begin a story 
“in the middle of things” or in medias res but also the use of flashbacks or alterations and 
deviations from linear chronology. Framing events in certain ways, narratologists commonly 
accede, does not just save time and prevent the boredom of a real-time account; rather, discursive 
framing serves to emphasize certain elements or perspectives and shape the reader response to a 
given sequence of events or cast of characters. Where “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” is 
concerned, I suggest, Chopin’s authorial choices toy with readers by baiting them to see the 
protagonist as a subjugated woman for whom divorce represents a desirable alternative.  
 Most notably, Chopin frames the story as a series of conversations that take place when 
Paxton passes by Madame’s front yard. While readers of The Awakening (1899) tag along as 
Edna Pointellier visits Mademoiselle Reisz, reads at an open-air coffee shop, and sets up her 
scandalous pigeon house, readers of “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” do not see the housewife 
outside of her fenced-in property. As a result, readers do not witness Madame’s interactions with 
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her “family an’...frien’s”; the housewife’s consultation with her confessor (Père Duchéron) and 
her visit to the bishop are similarly placed outside the narrated material of the story (165). While 
Madame is enclosed in her picket-fence, Paxton is the conceptual opposite of her stuck-in-place 
housewife. Described as just “pass[ing] by...on his way to his office” (163), the legal profession 
embodies a freedom of movement that cannot help but be symbolically significant. Indeed, there 
is a way in which his status as a mover and shaker renders his judgment on Madame acceptable 
and even informed. After all, the spatial arrangement of the short story validates a sense of 
Madame’s limited experience of the world beyond her doorstep. In contrast to her provincial 
outlook, Paxton is equipped with worldly experience and specialized knowledge and is, 
therefore, qualified to consul Madame against remaining in thrall to the stagnant status quo.   
 And the status quo comes across as so stagnant because the lens of the short story 
remains focused—in the fashion of a modern-day home security camera—on the front lawn of 
the Célestin household where Madame not only appears to be physically confined, in the eyes of 
the reader, but also physically entrenched in a cycle of repetitive motion. This routine is 
emphasized at the level of the sentence in the following passage, with which Chopin opens the 
short story: 
Madame Célestin always wore a neat and snugly fitting calico wrapper when she went 
out in the morning to sweep her small gallery. Lawyer Paxton thought she looked very 
pretty in the gray one that was made with a graceful Watteau fold at the back: and with 
which she invariably wore a bow of pink ribbon at the throat. She was always sweeping 
her gallery when lawyer Paxton passed by in the morning on his way to his office in St. 
Denis Street. (163) 
 
Madame Célestin is not occasionally tidying up her porch—she is ‘always sweeping.’ This 
woman does not sometimes wear a ‘snugly fitting calico wrapper’ she ‘always’ wears it. 
Similarly, the pink ribbon Madame Célestin fashions as a choker is not an accessory reserved for 
special days; rather, the narrator tells us ‘she invariably’ has it on. There is something stultifying 
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in the routine—with its repetition written on the character’s body, as each day brings the same 
outfit for the same morning activity. Reinforcing her corporeal margins, the calico wrapper holds 
tight to her body each morning (presumably defining her figure not just in Paxton’s eyes but in 
her own). Each day her neck feels a silky circle around its circumference—it would feel naked 
without the pink bow, we imagine. The kind of activities that occupy Madame’s time at the 
moments that readers see her (i.e. during her morning chats with Judge Paxton) reinforce the 
negative emotional reaction to this character’s current circumstances.  
  Madame’s life is not merely circular in nature; rather, it is characterized by gendered 
labor that is Sisyphean in nature. There is no room for accomplishment in such domestic labor. 
Rather, sweeping, like dusting, is one of those tasks that can only be approached with an 
appreciation for infinity because it is a task that is destined to never be truly done. Indeed, it is a 
task characterized by a cyclical futility: each day, a new layer of leaves, petals, dust, etc. covers 
the clean boards of the gallery, which were the “product” of the previous morning’s exertions. 
That this diurnal cycle of soiling and purification has become (in the bodily sense) second nature 
to Madame is evidenced by her actions upon seeing Lawyer Paxton stop to initiate conversation: 
the narrator describes how each time Paxton lingered by her house on his way to work, “she 
would gather up the train of her calico wrapper in one hand, and balancing the broom gracefully 
in the other, would go tripping down to where the lawyer leaned” (163). To set down the 
instrument of her domestic burden would be a logical enough move, but Madame does no such 
thing. Instead, she takes the broom with her; it is treated as a natural part of her ensemble, as 
inseparable from her physical being as the calico wrapper or the pink ribbon. Madame’s 
unthinking grip on the broom appears to reveal the degree to which these mundane domestic 
tasks have colonized her entire identity, to the point that she does not distinguish between 
        
	
	 125	
carrying the broom and walking without it, with her hands empty and arms swinging along 
beside her, unencumbered. This small tic points to the mindless nature of the housewife’s daily 
routine—and conjures up all the assumptions we make about the way women become inured to 
mindless work of this sort through the process of mind-numbing repetition that reduces the 
impulse for self-reflection and discourages the engagement of higher faculties. At the very least, 
like the many female characters that Jennifer Fleissner uses to make an argument about the 
quality of “stuckness in place” in naturalist fiction, Madame Célestin’s case seems to be one of 
misapplied energies.95 The cumulative effect of these small discursive decisions, I am arguing, is 
a strong sense among readers that Madame Célestin is in a negative situation and that her 
marriage has adverse effects on her well-being.  
And yet, the negative tinge, Chopin reminds us, depends on our perspectival leanings. 
The idea that Madame should end her marriage to be happy—or even more basically, the idea 
that Madame’s daily activity is a source of suffering for her is not self-evident. Indeed, Chopin 
uses the character of Judge Paxton to check readerly impulses to presume ourselves credible 
authorities of Madame’s good. For Paxton, the chivalric bachelor, there is a travesty in the sight 
of Madame’s vigorous housework and her engagement in economic subsistence activities—not 
because it is mindless, as feminists of today might argue—but because it is beneath the ideal of 
lady hood with which he is most familiar: the wife as emotional help-meet to the professional 
breadwinner, her husband, a model in which the wife is doted upon and preferably removed from 
caring for her own environs by some domestic aid. This is evident in the way he expresses 
weariness at her apparent suffering:  
‘Really, madame, he told her once, in his deliberate, calculating, lawyer-tone, ‘it’s more 
than human nature –woman’s nature – should be called upon to endure. Here you are, 
working your fingers off’ – she glanced down at two rosy finger-tips that showed through 
the rents in her baggy doeskin gloves – ‘taking in sewing; giving music lessons; doing 
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God knows what in the way of manual labor to support yourself and those two little 
ones.’ (164) 
Here, Chopin’s lawyer can be seen as an approximate stand-in for the development policymakers 
and activists that Serene Khader takes to task in Adaptive Preferences and Women’s 
Empowerment. As Khader explains, “it is difficult to tell whether another person is flourishing—
especially if that person’s life-context is unfamiliar because she is from a different cultural 
background, gender, or social-class” (58).96 As a result, well-meaning policymakers frequently 
confuse “difference for deprivation” and act accordingly (Khader 58). From Paxton’s position as 
a professional man, he probably deals with many men (fellow lawyers and businessmen) whose 
husbands support their wives entirely; therefore, from his perspective it is the financial 
abandonment that violates his sensibilities. Though this idea is not harmful in the sense that 
Paxton does not have intentions to harm Madame in any obvious way, we are given reason to 
question the efficacy of his proposed “interventions” because, as Khader would put it, they 
appear to be “motivated by an implicit desire to diminish difference” that precludes 
consideration of the female subject in question as an authority on her own well-being (60). And, 
indeed, upon re-reading the story readers should note the way that Chopin empties her lawyer 
character of legitimacy of insight by emphasizing his interpretive blindspots. When it comes to 
the ties that bind such long-term interpersonal connections as marriages, Paxton begins to look 
like the naïve bachelor that he is. Most obviously, Chopin depicts the unmarried lawyer as 
clueless when it comes to the forces of physical intimacy and romantic attraction. While Paxton 
has legal knowledge and chivalric codes down pat, he is painfully detached from the corporeal 
realm. As it turns out, he contorts Madame’s expressed desires into something he can know and 
understand: an acute need for economic support from a male spouse.97  
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 In humorous fashion, Chopin hints at Judge Paxton’s narrowness of mind by showing 
how he fails to comprehend what is arguably the most important facet of Madame’s neglect as 
the woman herself presents it, namely, as a deprivation of the romantic attention and sexual 
fulfillment that the bond of marriage provides. That Madame Célestin is playfully hungry for 
attention is evident in her daily routine. While various of the abused and/or overworked women 
in Chopin’s short stories bear on their exterior the evidence of their inappropriately taxing work, 
Madame does not appear similarly depleted.98 Despite her aerobic daily routine, Madame retains 
her physical allure and a performative gayety that evidences boredom and a desire to be seen. 
While Madame is ostensibly on her porch each morning “to sweep her small gallery,” she is 
dressed in a manner rather ostentatious for such a task. Forsaking the smock-like garb more 
conducive to domestic labor, Madame wears instead “a neat and snugly fitting calico wrapper” 
and accents this form-fitting garb by tying “a bow of pink ribbon at the throat” (163). Sometimes 
her wrapper is further distinguished by “a graceful Watteau fold at the back,” a style that gets its 
name from the French Rococo painter who was known for his depictions of coquettes in poses of 
playful female longing.99 When sweeping, it would make sense to eschew dresses with trains, but 
we learn Madame Celestin habitually dresses in this manner because when she comes to meet 
him at the edge of “her picket fence” she is described “gather[ing] up the train of her calico 
wrapper in one hand” (163). We know Madame is aware of the impression she makes as she 
attends to these morning chores because Chopin details her flirts and flounces in short but 
revealing omniscient asides. At one point in the short story, for example, Madame is described as 
running toward Paxton “with an empressement that could not but have been flattering” (167).100 
Here, Madame Célestin looks less like a woman in dire need of rescue and more like a woman 
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biding her time until her husband returns and finding herself—after a “good six month”—
increasingly in need of some male attention (164).  
 But not to Paxton; the lawyer is so oblivious to the workings of sexual attraction that he 
fails to understand not just Madame’s situation but his own. Paxton’s bafflement is emphasized 
through instances of omniscient narration that provide us with insight into the mind of Judge 
Paxton as he interacts with the title character.101 Paxton cannot sense the role that his own 
attraction to Madame is playing in their conversations. For example, when Madame mentions 
that her local priest has referred the matter of her inquiry about divorce to the bishop, we read 
that Paxton’s response—“ ‘You won’t let the bishop dissuade you, I trust’ ”—is “stammered” by 
“the lawyer more anxiously than he could well understand” (166, emphasis mine). This aside 
does much more than clarify the manner in which the lawyer stammered—i.e. not angrily or 
mournfully but in an agitated and worried manner, or anxiously.102 Rather, the aside 
communicates a cognitive gap to the reader, making the reader understand that Paxton does not 
understand that he is attracted to Madame Célestin. Put differently, the aside provides us with 
internal access to the lawyer toward the end of showing him to be at some distance from his own 
mental states (and, by extension, from the motivations for his actions). Suddenly, the fact that the 
lawyer’s office is located on St. Denis Street seems quite suggestive. The New Orleans 
thoroughfare is named after the patron saint of Paris, a medieval missionary-turned-bishop who 
was martyred by the Roman authorities. One of the so-called cephalaphores or “head-carriers,” 
Denis became famous for his reaction to being decapitated: it was alleged that he “picked up his 
head and walked from the site of his martyrdom...to a location two miles away” (Ross 67). Such 
a profound disconnect between head and body nicely parallels Paxton, does it not?  
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 This divorce between the knowledgeable, rational head and the machinations of the body 
below does not appear bridgeable for Chopin’s lawyer. Later on, he finds himself suddenly 
attracted to marriage and the passage in which this imaginary new obsession is detailed formally 
recapitulates the detachment that afflicts Paxton.103 Near the end of the story, we read that:  
A noticeable change had come over lawyer Paxton. He discarded his work-day coat and 
began to wear his Sunday one to the office. He grew solicitous as to the shine of his 
boots, his collar, and the set of his tie. He brushed and trimmed his whiskers with a care 
that had not before been apparent. Then he fell into a stupid habit of dreaming as he 
walked the streets of the old town. It would be very good to take unto himself a wife, he 
dreamed. And he could dream of no other than pretty Madame Célestin filling that sweet 
and sacred office as she filled his thoughts, now. Old Natchitoches would not hold them 
comfortably, perhaps; but the world was surely wide enough to live in, outside of 
Natchitoches town. (168) 
 
This paragraph replicates the chronological unfolding of the realization by Chopin’s emotionally 
stunted Paxton. First, he found himself interested in spiffing up for his trek to the office. Then 
suddenly the abstract idea of marriage—not to Madame but to “a wife”—begins to infiltrate his 
mind. Finally, he puts it all together; however, he is careful to refrain from acknowledging the 
kind of lust that he feels: instead, Paxton insists to himself that marriage is about being attached 
to a “pretty” woman not a sexy one like Madame. It is a “sweet and sacred office” in which you 
never have to get your hands dirty. The paragraph, then, lays bear not only Paxton’s delayed 
moment of self-recognition with respect to how he feels in Madame’s presence but also his 
ability to puritanically whitewash these feelings of physical attraction—effectively separating 
them from dirty thoughts and the taint of corporeal considerations.  
 These instances of access to Paxton’s naïveté help to establish an objective correlative for 
why even Madame’s over-the-top expressions of sexuality go over our lawyer’s head. Consider 
the comically phallic symbol of the broom and the oddly central place it is given in the short 
story: Madame is so devoted to holding it that she seems physically unable to put it down. 
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Additionally, we have the symbolically significant “rents” in Madame Célestin’s “baggy doeskin 
gloves” that expose “two rosy finger-tips” and introduce the specter of masturbation and 
onanistic female pleasure (164). The sexual overtones of the torn gloves are only intensified by 
the lawyer’s awkward remark upon seeing the lady’s accessories in this state: “Really, madame,” 
he says without apparent reflection “it’s more than human nature—woman’s nature—should be 
called upon to endure. Here you are, working your fingers off” (164). Especially in an era where 
female self-pleasure became a kind of consensus point for various disparate factions of social 
reform, Judge Paxton’s comment can, with some confidence, be read as a double entendre.104 
 If we as readers are able to chuckle at Paxton’s deficits where sexualized phenomena are 
concerned, it is hard to be as critical or condescending when it comes to the lawyer’s struggle to 
grasp the other part of the puzzle that is Madame Célestin, namely: the sheer force of already 
made commitments. Like the repetitive tracks of her body through space that characterize her 
morning routine, once her man returns, Madame appears to welcome this old commitment in a 
visceral and automatic way—immediately clearing the deck for the re-commencement of her 
marital bond by way of dismissing the serious divorce talk that preceded it. The short story ends 
with Madame’s voice, as she explains her decision to forget about the divorce talk by revealing 
that her husband “ ‘came home las’night’ ” and swore to her “ ‘on his word an’ honor’ ” that “ 
‘he’s going to turn ova a new leaf’ ”(169). Although Chopin does not provide readers with 
Paxton’s reaction to the disclosure, in light of his previously demonstrated immaturity in the 
workings of romance, it seems likely he would have a difficult time computing why an 
objectively lesser man, incapable of economically supporting himself or his family and riddled 
with character flaws, would win the (apparently) voluntary affections of a woman like Madame. 
Like a teenage girl creating a “he belongs with me”-esque screed for a certain male’s affections, 
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I imagine that Paxton’s mind would struggle to understand this demonstration of the 
overpowering force of familiar commitments.  
 Literary scholars, I would argue, are prone to missing the point as well. Today’s readers 
can appreciate the fact that Madame Célestin is horny in the absence of her husband and see how 
she entertains Paxton mostly because she likes the attention and the divertissement of their 
conversations. Nevertheless, they likely remain mystified by the persistence of Madame’s 
attachment to her spouse. And this is not simply because as readers we lack direct access to the 
quotidian rapport between Madame and her husband.105 Deeper beliefs that guide the profession 
of literary studies make it nearly impossible for us to engage with the concept of familiar 
attachments—i.e with the appeal of retaining the imperfect situation that already is—in an open 
and respectful manner. As Rachel Cole has demonstrated in miniature in a suggestive piece for 
PMLA, familiarity in interpersonal attachments is considered not only passé but often unethical 
in the realm of literary criticism and theory. Cole traces the field’s principled quibbles with 
settled relations to various philosophical concepts that have proven influential to literary studies. 
First, there is the Levinasian argument about “radical respect,” which maintains that ethical 
relationships are predicated on a continuing alterity, i.e. on “how much other people engage our 
creativity; how strange—thrillingly and terribly—they will remain to us in the course of 
relationships that last weeks, months, or even years” (384). To be settled into a commitment in 
this context poses a dangerous challenge to the mandate that those others who become significant 
to us must remain resevoirs of difference, forever unpredictable because forever free; in fact, 
settled familiarity constitutes a kind of diminuition of the other’s multi-faceted, ultimately 
indecipherable personhood. Then, of course, there is the power of Lacanian stipulations against 
solipsism: “according to the Lacanian account,” as Cole explains, “satisfaction is a condition of 
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erroneous confidence that taints the self’s relationships: satisfied, we do not act in response to the 
true desires of others, even those we love; instead, we impose our own assumptions about what 
the other wants, in general and of us. We ignore the potential for difference and fail to respect the 
other as he or she is” (387). More basically, there exists a bias against settled commitments that 
stems from the fear of displaying “an embarrassing narrowness of desire, an impoverishment of 
appetite” (387). All of these assumptions work to problematize familiar attachments in the mind 
of literary critics and the phenomenon of contented settling that I’m exploring in this chapter.  
 Cole turns to Giorgio Agamben to make the case for the ethical force of familiar 
commitments in a series of poems by Wallace Stevens. More specifically, she argues that literary 
scholars “may discover an attractive alternative to the Levinasian paradigm in Agamben’s image 
of a couple...establishing intimacy and finding there not persistent strangeness but domestic 
contentment, not only desire...but satisfaction” (387, emphasis mine). To understand Madame’s 
settling, including her abrupt dismissal of the idea of divorce upon her husband’s arrival, we 
need more than Agamben. After all, Agamben, and, by extension Cole, are still very concerned 
with remaining ethical in theory—i.e. in the way humans contemplate and reflect upon their 
relations to others in the world. The social philosophers whose material deals with settling and 
commitments are interested in the messy practice of preference formation as it plays out in 
quotidian life.106 It is the latter body of work that better articulates the factors that incentivize 
settling as well as the real benefits of doing so in Madame’s situation.  
 Rosa Terlazzo’s work offers a defense of settling as an important aspect of psychological 
stability and identity continuity for adults in every walk of life.107 Elaborating on her provocative 
defense of settled commitments, Terlazzo writes, “It is the way in which...commitments 
contribute to identity and self-respect that explains why we have an interest in having 
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commitments simpliciter” (“Autonomy and Settling” 308). While it is good for a child to remain 
diverse in her exposure to various arenas in which she might commit, adults have an interest in 
possessing a relatively unified life that extends across time and acts on the basis of certain stable 
liens.108 “From among the vast array of experiences available to me” as an adult, Terlazzo 
explains, “I have the opportunity to choose a set that will become distinctively my own, and that 
will allow me to make sense of and esteem myself as a unique individual with a coherent 
identity” (308). Regardless of whether we see it as absolutely necessary for all lives in a rigid 
theoretical sense, the average person’s lived reality reveals the need for a continuous sense of 
self, in the most barebones interpretation of that concept.109 Perhaps most importantly, this need 
to create and confirm identity through a set of basic commitments is, within the social 
philosophical literature, something that is primary: it is accorded to all individuals as a priority 
regardless of whether they are achieving conditions that we would call thriving. As Terlazzo 
reminds us, “those who find themselves in unfortunate positions have no less need than others of 
the benefits that settling provides: like others, they need to adopt a set of commitments that 
provide them with a coherent identity” (“Autonomy and Settling” 310–311).   
 As time passes, the hold of these long-term commitments grows. This isn’t to say that 
there is some major moral good inherent in the durability of already made commitments. Instead, 
the social philosophical research encourages us to acknowledge the quotidian likelihood of this 
phenomenon to 1.) unmask the idea that this is some kind of anomaly and 2.) give critics pause 
who would automatically cast judgment on individuals who act in the way Madame does when 
she honors her previously made commitment. The process by which commitments accumulate 
strength across time helps to explain why the “he/she belongs with me” argument so frequently 
registers as both petty and immature: the contest for the affections of an attached individual is 
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never a “fair” competition that consists of objectively stacking up to the competitor—the 
incumbent has the advantage by virtue of the alchemy of settling on commitments just described. 
Here, again, Terlazzo is instructive. “If I begin by looking at a field of commitment-objects,” she 
writes:  
there will be many that I will prefer because of good-making features that many others 
would agree upon, and others that I will prefer for more idiosyncratic, but still readily 
understandable, reasons. But if I turn to the commitments that I already have, then I 
might see as good-making some features that I would not have seen as good-making if I 
were choosing them from a set to which I had no previous attachment. Indeed, I might 
see as good-making features that I previously saw as downright bad-making, and that 
others continue to see this way. Once again, these commitments are now just a part of 
who I am, and it is often perfectly reasonable not to regret who one is—even in cases 
where one could, counterfactually, have been better. (310–311) 
 
As we accumulate commitments—i.e. as they become a part of our multi-layer sense of self—
they go from being valued for objectively understandable reasons to being valued for the 
irreplaceable (because unique) role they play in an individual’s life (i.e. the way they contribute 
to his or her sense of self). The familiar in this sense is not just what is comfortable but in many 
ways what constitutes the schema for understanding onseself and making sense of one’s life. 
What this means for understanding Madame Célestin should be clear: she is never interpreting 
Célestin’s flaws in the same way that Paxton is. When the commitment is in jeopardy—i.e. when 
her husband is absent—she is willing to explore divorce with the unsavvy Paxton. Once her 
husband returns, however, the decision to remain with him over the alternative is an obvious one.  
Rethinking Flourishing with May Bartram  
 
 What I have just shown is that Madame’s contented settling—as it is enacted through her 
decision to remain with her husband and her sudden dismissal of the idea of divorce—is a 
sensible, even healthy, choice in her situation. I’ve shown that Madame’s contented settling does 
not mask discontent: that her sense of sufficiency results instead from the fact that she actually 
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has “enough.” The only thing lamentable about the scenario Chopin outlines in “Madame 
Célestin’s Divorce,” my reading asserted, is the hubris with which the melodramatic Paxton 
confuses Madame’s “difference” of priorities with a situation of “deprivation” in need of remedy 
through paternalistic intervention (Khader 58). In the preceding section, I also contended with a 
recurring preference for novelty and strangeness within literary scholarship on interpersonal 
relationships that stems from the ethical value that is attributed to encounters with the unfamiliar. 
This proclivity, I speculated, may inhibit critical appreciation for long-term commitments such as 
the one Madame prioritizes. At present I want to turn to a second case of contented settling that 
at first glance seems to fall short of sufficiency where the self-interest of the character in 
question is concerned: the case of May Bartram in Henry James’s “The Beast in the Jungle” 
(1903).  
 Leaving the vivacious Madame Célestin behind, then, we turn to May. While James’s 
protagonist embodies a similar loyalty to long-term commitment—in her lifelong friendship with 
the self-obsessed John Marcher—May, on initial observation, seems pathetically out of touch 
with her own needs in a way that distinguishes her from Chopin’s Madame. After all, as I’ve 
shown, Chopin portrays Madame as a woman amid imperfect circumstances who nonetheless 
attends to her needs and seeks to satisfy them. Ultimately, Madame welcomes the return of her 
flawed husband and lays rest to her flirtation with divorce, since the latter option would leave her 
with the immature likes of Judge Paxton, who is unable to read the straightforward semaphore of 
Madame’s sexual hunger. May Bartram, on the other hand, is an individual whose lifestyle 
choices seem to evidence a deficit in the normative desire to thrive.  
 Specifically, May can appear perversely selfless in a number of ways. Critics are prone to 
debating whether May has romantic desire for Marcher; here, I may disappoint with my refusal 
        
	
	 136	
to enter that debate. The issue of whether May is straight or gay is not material to my work in 
this reading. If May desires Marcher, then she comes across as selfless to the extent that she 
spends the duration of her life in an, at times draining, close relationship with a man who does 
not requite her love. In a more basic sense, May codes as selfless to the extent that she appears to 
lead a life of celibacy. Regardless of whether she desires Marcher—or a heterosexual 
relationship with other men or a relationship with lesbian women or some of both, hers is a life 
that does not prioritize this kind of interpersonal bodily fulfillment. May’s acquiescence to 
celibacy resonates as an unnatural choice, especially since it lacks the accoutrements of religious 
faith that, to a certain extent, normalize the denial of the corporeal where youthful nuns are 
concerned. There is, additionally, May’s status as a metaphorically empty vessel that cannot be 
ignored. She appears to see Marcher’s life narrative as sufficient for the both of them: from the 
moment early on when May gives Marcher her pledge of support, “ ‘Very good then,.... I’ll 
watch with you’,” her life takes on the quality of a vigil in which she “waits” with Marcher for 
the arrival of the “Beast” that he anticipates will overtake him at some point in his life (8, 13). 
When Marcher panics at the realization that May has been preoccupied with his life story to the 
exclusion of crafting her own, he anxiously tries to reassure himself that, certainly—“no doubt,” 
she has been “living for something” all these years, “[n]ot, that is, just for me and my secret” 
(17). To this concerned query, however, May coyly replies in a manner that almost flaunts her 
self-sacrificial aspect: “I don’t pretend it exactly shows that I’m not living for you” (17). 
Whatever weight we give to the omniscient narration’s close affiliation with Marcher’s 
consciousness, the account that is provided of May’s arc therein resonates with readerly 
observations: “So while they grew older together she did watch with him, and so she let this 
association give shape and colour to her own existence” (12). The result is that we reflexively 
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interpret May’s conduct as indication that this character does not feel (or, no longer feels) 
entitled to pursue her own flourishing.110   
 As a character whose life choices register as “flourishing-inconsistent,” to borrow a term 
from the social philosophical work, May provides another perfect opportunity to draw on recent 
breakthroughs in human development work, this time as those breakthroughs pertain to attempts 
to modify monolithic accounts of flourishing in female subjects (Khader 19). As was the case 
with Madame Célestin, an engagement with this allied field provides us with a chance to 
examine the often-tacit guiding assumptions that inform literary interpretation of the text in 
question and presents readers with a new schema for responding to ethical conundrums related to 
an expressed preference for settling. My account of May draws on Serene Khader’s revisionist 
argument, in Adaptive Preferences and Women’s Empowerment (2011), about what can be 
responsibly inferred about individuals who demonstrate ‘flourishing-inconsistent’ preferences in 
one or more facets of their life. Khader diligently sets herself to the “puzzle” that real-life 
coevals of figures like May raise, namely: “is it possible for people to have desires that run 
counter to their flourishing without having generally diminished senses of self?” or “is it possible 
for people to fail to recognize their own deprivation or report that certain opportunities for 
flourishing are ‘not for them’ without having the underlying belief that they are unworthy”? 
(117). Following Khader, I will argue that there is significant cause to uncouple these two ideas 
in the field of literary interpretation: that there is something to be gained by checking the 
tendency to assume that individuals who make life choices that evidence self-entitlement deficits 
have a generalized inability to choose in their own self-interest. Indeed, my reading of “The 
Beast in the Jungle” will show how it is dangerously limiting to interpret May’s lack of “self-
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entitlement”—with respect to her romantic life and with respect to her aspirations for a narrative 
of her own—as a sign that she sees her own flourishing as trivial or not worth pursuing. 
 To understand how Khader’s recent work can be brought to bear on James’s 1903 tale, 
we must first become familiar with the dominant account of flourishing within feminist 
philosophy. This default standard, as I alluded to much earlier in this chapter, was established by 
Martha Nussbaum. As a philosophical concept, flourishing means something close to its 
etymological root, which is “to blossom, flower” (“flourish, def.1). The concept of flourishing 
that emerges in Nussbaum’s work in the late 1990s is rooted in an Aristotelian notion of 
eudaimonia, which describes a well-being that involves actively striving toward a life of virtue 
and value.111 For Nussbaum “flourishing” describes an individual’s ability to do more than just 
subsist: flourishing denotes an individual’s ability to forge a life directed toward what she values 
by drawing on a combination of her own abilities and external resources and opportunities. 
According to Nussbaum, the central components of a flourishing life, which are enumerated on 
her list of ten capabilities, include: 1.) life; 2.) bodily health; 3.) bodily integrity; 4.) senses, 
imagination, thought; 5.) emotions; 6.) practical reason; 7.) affiliation; 8.) other species; 9.) play; 
as well as 10.) both political and material control over one’s environment (Sex and Social Justice 
42).112 Crucially, while flourishing is portrayed as the ideal pursuit of all healthy human lives, 
Nussbaum does not believe that everyone will organically pursue flourishing. Given the history 
of oppression, Nussbaum contends that many women—especially those facing what might now 
be called intersectional oppression—will display significantly diminished degrees of self-
entitlement. As a result, these women will endorse adaptive preferences that symbolically 
repudiate the need for some of the central components of a flourishing life, as Nussbaum has 
identified them.  
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 Khader’s problem with Nussbaum’s view on flourishing lies in the degree to which the 
latter philosopher writes of any adaptive preference, i.e. any repudiation of or demurral from 
entitlement as reflecting a totally injured self-concept. For example, when Nussbaum writes 
about two impoverished women in India, who are her case study subjects, she assumes that they 
“put up with injustice” in certain arenas of life (e.g. the workplace) because “they hold distorted 
views about the types of beings they are; they do not seem themselves as belonging to the class 
of beings whose rights could be violated” (110, emphasis in original).113 Because of Nussbaum’s 
influence, it is common for “development theorists and practitioners” to assume that any 
flourishing-inconsistent preference indicates that that individual has experienced a warping of 
their deeper sense of self-worth or self-entitlement. Consequently, when a female subject does 
not want one or more of the items on the capabilities list, the assumption is that she has been 
wholly conditioned out of her desire to flourish; therefore, development practitioners should treat 
her as someone who will not act in her own interest without some outside intervention to 
reinvigorate her self-worth. 
 But, as Khader explains, research indicates that what Nussbaum treats as a rule (namely, 
that a lack of self-entitlement is connected to a broadly damaged sense of worth) is really an 
exception. Put differently, most researchers see reason to believe that self-worth is pretty hard to 
totally extinguish; only in situations of unusually extreme oppression, that is, do you tend to 
observe this kind of phenomenon. As Khader explains, “this type of generalized negative attitude 
toward the self is not typical of people” who display adaptive or flourishing-inconsistent 
preferences” (116). Instead, this kind of holistic gutting of self-worth is likely only “typical of 
people who are victims of certain forms of torture and severe, isolating abuse,” such as that 
which characterizes modern-day human trafficking (116). For most people who display 
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flourishing-inconsistent preferences, entitlement persists in various forms—varying based on the 
context and the situation. Referencing studies of attitudes toward sexual autonomy among a 
group of Malian women, Khader notes that while these women do not feel entitled to sexual 
pleasure, interviews and ground work affirm that they absolutely feel entitled to a life free of 
domestic violence and spousal rape (115). Additionally, there is a “relative”—as opposed to 
“absolute”—aspect to the way feelings of self-entitlement operate (119). Simply put, “seeing 
oneself as less worthy than some people does not preclude oneself from seeing oneself as more 
worthy than other people” (Khader 119, emphasis in original). To this point, Khader cites the 
research of Hannah Papanek, which shows that in many cultural contexts, women who identify 
themselves as inferior to the men in their lives feel unapologetically entitled “vis-à-vis other 
women” (119). To better encapsulate the nuances of how flourishing-inconsistent preferences 
relate to a generalized notion of self-worth, Khader stresses the “selective” nature of such “self-
entitlement deficits” (115).  
 The second prong of Khader’s intervention into understanding how flourishing-
inconsistent preferences relate to generalized self-worth involves her assertion that the way 
human beings make choices about flourishing is not as clear-cut as Nussbaum implies. In many 
instances, oppressive societies are ones in which positive social capital and personal self-worth 
are awarded to those who make certain flourishing-inconsistent preferences (121). Here, I could 
certainly reference the case studies that Khader does, but it is easy to see this phenomenon at 
work today in a certain echelon of American society—with regional concentrations below the 
Mason Dixon line—in which to be a housewife and to choose to stay at home with the kids is an 
admirable preference worthy of social respect. More importantly, Khader shows that choices are 
rarely made in the manner that Nussbaum’s theory assumes they are: it is not often that 
        
	
	 141	
individuals “face an idealized choice situation where one option gives them access to the goods 
they care about and the other undermines their access to the goods they care about” (129). 
Drawing on Uma Narayan’s research on decision-making, Khader demonstrates that most people 
“choose between two ‘bundles of elements,’ each with some positive and negative components” 
and that it is rare that they will have the ability or structural support to “ ‘undo the bundle’ so as 
to choose only the elements they want” (Khader 129). The decision to accept the negative 
elements that are part of a so-called ‘bundle’ hardly communicates a total or generalized deficit 
in self-worth or self-entitlement; rather when an individual accepts certain negative elements this 
merely reflects the fact that the choice at hand, like most choices, is an impossibly imperfect one.  
 Using Khader’s nuanced approach to flourishing as a guide, I invite readers to examine 
the areas in May Bartram’s life where self-entitlement manifests itself. In what scenarios, that is, 
does May demonstrate a sense of entitlement? In my analysis, I will start from the minor and 
move outward by first noting that May demonstrates a sense of entitlement in her role as head of 
her own household. Throughout the story, there are moments that emphasize that May’s home is 
a space into which Marcher comes and goes as a guest: his entrée is conditional on her initiation 
and permission as host and property owner. The autonomy that May possesses as property owner 
and lady of the manse obtain in the background of James’s narrative, even though, for a long 
stretch of their life, May and Marcher tend to socialize outside of their respective places of 
residence. Indeed, May’s privilege surfaces in a direct fashion only later in the narrative. When 
May gets sick, Marcher first “feels withdrawal imposed on him,” after May collapses from 
weakness in her own parlor and then, again, when he is turned away from her house on the day 
following her dramatic collapse (James 25). The collapse marks a turning point in the narrative: 
after May’s display of illness, her entitlement to space and service—and separation from her 
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close friend—become glaringly obvious. Readers start to get Marcher’s dramatic reaction to the 
exertion of his friend’s latent power. For example, the close third person narration relates that 
May “left [Marcher] restless and wretched during a series of days on each of which he asked 
about her only again to have to turn away,” an experience that only concludes when May relents 
and puts an end to Marcher’s “trial by receiving him where she had always received him” one 
last time (26). Arguably in the collapse scene itself we see May wield the kind of control of her 
space and her life that has always been operating in the background when she summons her maid 
to her side. May certainly demonstrates no self-abasing behavior in her interaction with her maid, 
who acts in a manner “quickly obedient to her [employer’s] bell” and whose fierce glance at the 
an overly persistent Marcher demonstrates loyalty to May (25). Later, when May is ensconced in 
her bedroom, “access to her chamber of pain” is “rigidly guarded” which communicates to 
Marcher a searing “lack...of producible claim” to access to his friend’s home and, of course, to 
her attention (29, 30). As tragic as it is, May’s sickness provides the occasion for readers to 
glimpse her character’s formidable system of support in the form of paid employees who serve 
her interests. Demonstrating the kind of context-dependent or situational entitlement that Khader 
theorizes in Adaptive Preferences and Women’s Empowerment, May shows significant 
entitlement to service and protection within the confines of her home. In sum, May’s character 
hews closer to the rule than to the exception: as a literary character, she reminds us that people 
who have some flourishing-inconsistent behaviors or beliefs tend to also have substantial 
feelings of “positive self-entitlement...because persons circulate in a wide variety of social 
contexts and compare themselves to different groups of people” (119). James’s “Beast,” then, 
does not present readers with a diffidence-addled single woman. When readers zoom out a bit, 
they can see that May is hardly a pathologically self-denying woman; instead, she is a woman 
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who permits her kooky friend to shape a certain segment of her life. Why she might be inclined 
to do this is what we will turn to next.  
 In addition to showing selective self-entitlement—in certain contexts and with respect to 
certain other groups of people—May’s character illustrates the way Khader and other post-
Nussbaumian revisionists argue decision-making tends to work in practice. For May, there is no 
“idealized choice situation where one option gives” her “access to the goods” she deeply values 
while the other option makes access to those same goods impossible (Khader 129). Put 
differently, May is a character who faces life choices that consist of “bundle[s] of elements” 
(129). In what follows, I outline a few of the values that motivate her decision-making. First of 
all, May clearly values a life that stimulates her aesthetic sensibilities and her brain, hence her 
enthusiasm for outings to the opera and her interest in trips “to the National Gallery and the 
South Kensington Museum” to talk about the artistic splendor of Italy (James 9). On a related 
point, she wants an urban life, where she is in the middle of things and the freedom to venture 
out when she feels like it and return home to a place that is her own. This value informs her 
decision to purchase a home for herself in London once she comes into her inheritance.  
 May’s major life choices—including the tack she takes with her interpersonal 
relationship with Marcher—are also informed by her recent experience as a dependent caregiver 
for her aging great aunt. It is not uncommon for scholarship on “Beast” to defer to Sedgwick’s 
assessment of the tale as a narrative that refuses to give any insight into “ ‘May Bartram’s 
history’ ” or her “ ‘emotional determinants’ ” (qtd. in Petty 242-243). And yet important parts of 
May’s history are clearly on display amid the narrator’s description of her budding friendship 
with Marcher. Specifically, readers become privy to the degree to which May’s movement has 
been restricted by her familial duties. Prior to the death of her great aunt, May makes it into the 
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lively world of London only when she is “accompan[ying] the aging lady to town” and then she 
can socialize only when Marcher has “succeeded in persuading her to more than one brief 
absence from her aunt” (9). When she was in duty bound to her grandmother, how many times 
do you think she went to the opera “a dozen nights in the month” (James 16)? The idea of 
marrying with any speed would naturally assume a repellant quality after a stretch of one’s 
young life was governed by the demands of filial piety. Having received the kind of monetary 
resources to enable freedom of movement and expression, why would May give that up to pursue 
marriage? At thirty, we can also imagine that whomever May married—because let us remember 
that Marcher does not appear interested in such a union—would likely not tarry when it came to 
procreation, so May would go from dependent caregiver to dependent caregiver with only the 
age of the recipient of her care changing from her previous situation to the new arrangement. 
May appears to value romantic affection and even love, if we can interpolate that from the way 
she speaks about those things in the abstract in her more frustrated moments with Marcher. 
However, there is not a single option that will give May all the things she wants—autonomy, 
freedom of movement, mental stimulation, and romantic affection. Instead, she is forced to 
choose from various “bundle of elements” (Khader 129). She chooses to cultivate a relationship 
with Marcher that is deep and consuming but only to an extent; she does not enter into an official 
romantic union that might force her to forgo the elements of her life that she relishes (e.g. her 
autonomy, freedom of movement, and mental stimulation). However romantically unfulfilling 
this arrangement may be, it allows her to have access to many of the things she values.  
 While a handful of critics have broached the subject of what May stands to gain from 
associating with Marcher, they tend to leave the negative image of Marcher mostly intact. Leslie 
Petty, for example, proposes that the relationship is desirable for May because James’s heroine 
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“just as ambivalent about the demands of compulsory heterosexuality as Marcher seems to be” 
(243). Drawing on Judith Butler’s theory of “ambivalence” and historical work on turn-of-the-
century gender roles, Petty makes the case that May is ambivalent about her status as a single 
woman in a time when “two contradictory narratives of single womanhood” dominate, namely, 
that of “the Spinster and the New Woman” (243).114 As Petty puts it in a crucial passage of the 
essay:  
It is [May’s] ambivalence about her place in the heterosexual economy that explains 
some of her subsequent choices. On one hand, her pride and affective desires make her 
chafe at the pity and alienation associated with single womanhood, while on the other, 
her intellect and artistic sensibility render her hesitant to commit herself fully to a 
heterosexual relationship. (245) 
 
In Petty’s analysis, the relationship with Marcher gives May intellectual stimulation because she 
has access to his fear-twisted psychology. Such a reading, while fascinating, overlooks the more 
basic way in which May’s unnatural relationship with Marcher proves to be a welcome 
development, as Marcher initiates a new, attentive way of viewing her expenditure of care that 
represents an improvement upon the expectation of care that characterized her natural 
relationship with her great aunt and would, likely, characterize her role in any marriage. As it 
turns out, the unnatural arrangement has this additional advantage precisely because the bond 
between Bartram and Marcher is not a recognizable form of liaison—neither the classic 
dependency of an early twentieth-century marriage nor the stereotypical isolation of the lifelong 
spinster.  
 Although Marcher is often characterized as a deeply selfish person—indeed a character 
who rationalizes his selfishness and makes the reader complicit in this task—an examination of 
his moments of selfishness reveals a kind of awareness of May’s care that sets their relationship 
apart from marriage and from filial piety, in which the kind of care that is expected is a natural 
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one—wifely or daughterly or niecely—that is not often marked in the same way as the unnatural 
care that May shows toward Marcher. While Petty dismisses Marcher’s nods to remuneration as 
evidence of his callous poverty of imagination, these same nods point to the fact that Marcher is 
acutely aware of how he uses and, perhaps, abuses May’s time and attention in a way that is 
quite refreshing when compared to the expectation of unlimited care that often characterizes 
natural bonds. At key points in the short story, indeed, Marcher acknowledges the emotional 
labor his friend expends in a way that sets him apart from the natural expectation of emotional 
labor within the family or in the context of marriage. Take, for example, the following passage in 
which the third-person narration gives us a window into Marcher’s hyperaware conscience. 
He had kept up, he felt, and very decently on the whole, his consciousness of the 
importance of not being selfish, and it was true that he had never sinned in that direction 
without promptly enough trying to press the scales the other way. He often repaired his 
fault, the season permitting, by inviting his friend to accompany him to the opera; and it 
not infrequently thus happened that, to show he didn’t wish her to have but one sort of 
food for her mind, he was the cause of her appearing there with him a dozen nights in the 
month. (James 16) 
 
In this passage in James’s short story, James reveals that Marcher is obsessively attentive to 
May’s time. While readers might be inclined to scoff at the cheap simplicity of Marcher’s 
attention to the righting the scales of selfishness, in the context of the real-world options 
available to May it seems odd and perhaps anachronistic to read Marcher’s gestures so cynically. 
James writes of Marcher’s habit of procuring birthday gifts that are carefully selected to be just 
out of price range—or references the “hundred small traditions” that Marcher sees as providing 
“proofs to himself...that he hadn’t sunk into real selfishness” (13). While we could see pathetic 
evidence of self-delusion, I think we could just as easily see a character who is refreshingly 
invested in avoiding the implication that he is being selfish in using up her time. Marcher is 
aware of the balance between instrumentalization and a caring relationship—a balance that 
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would not maintain were the two of them in an official marriage during the period, where May 
would be understood to be Marcher’s natural helpmeet. In this case, the balance would not need 
to be so carefully maintained on Marcher’s part, because the relationship would be based in self-
less imbalance to begin with. Indeed, to rely on one’s wife in a parasitic way, in the context of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century, would be so far from sinning as to approach sin’s 
opposite and be viewed as a virtue. In the context of their label-less, asexual relationship, there is 
an unnatural nature to May’s care that makes Marcher more intent to recognize and respect it.  
Coda 
 Rethinking flourishing and reframing contented settling are theoretical moves that have 
the potential to improve the efficacy of development policy interventions by altering the angle of 
approach that policymakers take to suspect preferences. What exactly can such rethinking and 
reframing do for literary scholars? Where May Bartram is concerned, the work of Serene Khader 
helps readers to comprehend and formulate respect for this character’s devotion to her atypical 
arrangement with John Marcher. Relying on Khader’s work, I’ve modeled what it might look 
like to operate from a position where self-worth and the commitment to flourishing are viewed as 
solid and enduring elements of an individual human life. Liberated from fatalistic assumptions 
about the easy eradication of self-worth, I was able to look for a sense of entitlement and a 
commitment to values amid behavior that initially seemed inconsistent with flourishing. This 
minor shift in mindset allowed me to return to once wince-inducing scenes with new eyes. Take, 
for example, the passage in section three of “Beast,” where Marcher begs May to explain how he 
can “repay” her for decades of aid (James 17). At this juncture, our narrator reveals May “ ‘had 
her last grave pause, as if there might be a choice of ways. But she chose. “By going on as you 
are” (17).115 My reading has supplied an objective correlative for this preference that is neither 
pathetic nor entirely self-denying. My analysis has seriously entertained the possibility that May 
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finds aspects of the relationship beneficial and even pleasant and that this label-less bond does 
not prevent her from accessing many of the other things that she values and sees as central to her 
flourishing.  
 Why does this shift in interpretation matter? For one thing, the literary readings in this 
chapter continue the struggle to complicate the way we read female agency when it comes to late 
nineteenth century texts. As such, my work represents a continuation of the spirit behind Jennifer 
Fleissner’s Women, Compulsion, and Modernity (2004), a work which was born of a desire to 
nuance dominant critical accounts of agency that insist on viewing agency “as either wholly lost 
or heroically regained” (27). Arguably, rigid views about what constitutes flourishing are 
persistently on display in the field of literary studies. As was the case with shortsighted 
development policy, this rigidity of views is a liability: literary critics risk a homogenizing 
paternalism that will limit the observations that the field can make about lived reality for human 
beings (through its commentary on literary texts). Innovative scholarship by Hannah Walser 
widens critical consideration to the category of behaviorist characters, individuals who act 
without conscious autonomy and who appear devoid of the motivational forces that Theory of 
Mind is capable of grasping, but I would argue the field also needs work that grapples with the 
more basic variety of agential human life. To alter our views about the various ways human 
beings pursue flourishing would be a great place to start. In the first chapter I demonstrated that 
there was a cruelty to the over-reliance on the power of individual effort; this chapter has shown 
that there is a danger in under-attributing agency and self-interest, especially in cases where we 
suspect that characters are acting in self-undermining or flourishing-inconsistent ways.  
 The third and final chapter attends to the work of Alice Dunbar-Nelson, an African 
American writer, educator, and activist who has remained on the periphery of twentieth and 
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twenty-first-century scholarly conversations in part because her work is full of fascinating, 
conflicting sentiments about women, race, and striving. When approaching Dunbar-Nelson’s 
literary output, one must forgo a desire for pat unity of thought and, as the editors of a recent 
Legacy special issue on the author put it, “wrestle with the array of contradictory opinions, 
loyalties, and endeavors that characterize the writer’s life and oeuvre” (Adams et al. 220). 
Throughout Dunbar-Nelson’s long writing life, she returns to the topic of idleness and 
unproductivity—in poems like “The Idler” and “A Common Plaint” and pieces of fiction like “In 
Unconsciousness” and The Confessions of a Lazy Woman. This repeated exploration of 
alternatives to productive striving forms the simple starting point from which my third chapter 
unfurls. Critics have tended to remark upon this thematic preoccupation only in passing, while 
assigning importance and authenticity to a handful of Dunbar-Nelson’s works that espouse proto-
feminist ideas, e.g. “I Sit and Sew,” a poem in which a female speaker repudiates the gendered 
division of labor. Setting aside the search for discontent-above-all-else, I take seriously Dunbar-
Nelson’s topical interest in alternatives to striving even as I acknowledge that her lived reality 
was one in which an escape from effort or a surrender to idleness were moral and sociocultural 
non-starters.  
 The third chapter of this dissertation, then, moves beyond the individual unit—beyond 
exploration of a single work of fiction or a particular character or persona—to address how 
literary critical beliefs about the moral value of striving can shape the recuperation of an author’s 
oeuvre more broadly. In addition to providing a compelling original reading of an array of 
Dunbar-Nelson’s lesser-known pieces, the third represents a challenge to the interpretive default 
that primes scholars who carry out acts of literary recovery to emphasize individual works that 
voice the kind of discontent with the status quo that was expected of characters like Madame and 
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May in this chapter. What this default has produced, I suggest in what follows, is an archive 
skewed toward a stance of straightforward progressive defiance that we as twenty-first century 
scholars can get behind. In the case of Dunbar-Nelson’s oeuvre, this interpretative default has, 
inadvertently, led to literary critical work that reinforces transhistorical problematic expectations 
about what constitutes laudable behavior among African American women, namely, the 
demonstration of endless self-sacrifice and perpetual energy in the face of adversity of all kinds. 
In my approach to the aforementioned poems and works of fiction, I stress the way in which the 
field’s narrow about what constitutes agency and its attraction to tales of heroic resilience can 
make it difficult to hear more complicated—but no less important—narratives of the black 
female experience such as that which Dunbar-Nelson articulates in her writing on idleness and 
unproductivity. Similar to the way my second chapter drew on current revisions to the theory of 
adaptive preferences to inform its approach to settling characters, my third chapter draws from 
recent writing by women of color on the intersectional forces that contribute to a deprioritization 
of individual well-being among African American women. Drawing on present-day 
conversations about the Strong Black Woman schema and the challenge of reconciling this 
schema with a practice of self-care, this chapter reinterprets Dunbar-Nelson’s writing on idleness 
and unproductivity as central to this author’s struggle to legitimize her personal needs for rest 
and recuperation amid a model of black womanhood that was both empowering and mentally 
and physically draining.
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CHAPTER 3: “AMBITION’S PAINFUL SIGHS”: ALICE DUNBAR-NELSON,       
                         EXHAUSTION, & THE DREAM OF SELF-CARE  
 
 In Chapter 2, I executed a rereading of scenes of contented settling that was informed by 
the nuances of recent social philosophical writing on the concept of adaptive preferences. The 
focus of this preceding section was on characters like Madame Célestin and May Bartram who 
defy present-day critics’ general desire for women to empower themselves in the manner of 
acting out against the forces that oppress them and committing themselves to edifying individual 
development. I will conclude with a chapter that attends to Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s poetic and 
fictional portraits of idleness and unproductivity. A well-intentioned habit of selective 
engagement with Dunbar-Nelson’s more overtly political writing has thus far had the effect of 
downplaying her exploration of the positive aspects of idleness and unproductivity, for example, 
in poems like “The Idler,” “A Common Plaint,” and “Little Roads,” in the story “In 
Unconsciousness,” and in the manuscript for her novel The Confessions of a Lazy Woman.116 My 
analysis focuses on scenes of respite from striving within Dunbar-Nelson’s literary work during 
the first decade of her professional career, between the years 1892 and 1903. I contextualize 
Dunbar-Nelson’s figures of idleness and unproductivity by reading them against the backdrop of 
other writing from the same period (both fiction and personal correspondence) in which the 
author chronicles the cumulative psychological and corporeal strain of constant exertion. Using 
this method, I demonstrate that these overlooked works constitute a series of powerful 
reckonings with the mental and physiological depletion that Dunbar-Nelson experienced in the 
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absence of any opportunity to recharge, a situation that was produced by raced and gendered 
expectations. In these scenes of idleness and unproductivity, I argue, we see an author grasping 
for an as-of-yet inarticulable principle of self-care that might serve to legitimize the redirection 
of some of her energy to the task of preserving her mental and physical well-being amid the 
demands of daily life.  
 One of the meta-level contributions of this dissertation, as I will discuss in more detail in 
the epilogue that follows this chapter, is its identification of a recurring tension between the 
progressive intent of American literary studies and the tendency, in practice, to reinforce the 
strength of pernicious ideological forces of which the field is, in the abstract, critical. In this vein, 
I would suggest that there is something problematic about the fact that the approach to 
recovering Dunbar-Nelson as a figure of importance continues to consist of praising her for her 
extreme busyness, her apparent tirelessness, or her endurance in the face of a lifetime of 
challenges. After all, American literary studies is a field that, in theory, insists on substituting 
complex portraits of African American femininity for destructive stereotypes about strong black 
woman. Perhaps more importantly, when scholars choose to ignore, or dismiss as incongruous, 
Dunbar-Nelson’s obvious interest in scenes of giving in to paralyzing exhaustion or embracing 
the balm of idleness, I contend that they pass on a perfect opportunity to reposition Dunbar-
Nelson for twenty-first-century readers. Put differently, scholarly predilections amount to a 
refusal to hear the author’s attempt to address an audience and a period beyond her own in which 
teachers, social workers, and activists talk about the destructive effects of burnout and 
compassion fatigue—a future where black women commit to give themselves permission to be 
tired and feminists of color defend the virtues of self-care against charges of weakness or 
selfishness. In this chapter, I return to apparently politically insignificant poems and fictional 
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pieces—ones that have been passed over in previous interpretive work—and locate within them 
a complex expression of frustration with the specific pressures of female striving amid the racial 
uplift movement and an effort to trace out the contours of a concept of well-being that was not 
yet in circulation—a principle of self-care in which there was an acknowledgment of the 
necessity of granting women like Dunbar-Nelson the space and time necessary to recover from 
the wearing down of constant effort in the workplace as well as in the home.   
 Gloria Hull, who is rightfully revered for reintroducing Dunbar-Nelson to twentieth-
century readers, touches on the author’s apparent interest in idleness and unproductivity in her 
overview essay for the Schomburg edition of Dunbar-Nelson’s work. Hull makes the following 
observation with respect to the smattering of characters within Dunbar-Nelson’s literary output 
who seem content to embody inactive roles in the affairs of the world around them: “[I]t can be 
noted that, more than once, Dunbar-Nelson wrote about an uninvolved female” (xlv). By way of 
further explanation, Hull cites the unpublished novel project The Confessions of a Lazy Woman, 
which she describes as “ultimately a rather silly work” in which “a heroine...strives (and she 
really has to work at it) to do absolutely nothing” (xlv).117 Although it is not entirely clear what 
other ‘uninvolved female(s)’ Hull has in mind, based on the sequence of ideas in the Schomburg 
introduction it is likely that Hull is thinking of Marion in A Modern Undine (1901-1903). Marion 
is not so much idle as “introverted,” but she does adopt a passive stance toward her family and 
immediate environment (xliv). Hull struggles to reconcile these images of ‘uninvolved’ women 
with their creator’s lived reality. After all, “Dunbar-Nelson was just the opposite” of these 
inactive female characters; indeed, Hull notes that the author once labeled herself  “ ‘another too-
busy woman’ ” (xlv). This sharp contrast leads Hull to speculate about the reasons Dunbar-
Nelson might return to figures of inactive femininity at various points in her writing life:  
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Might this imaging of idleness and withdrawal be wish fulfillment of a more significant 
kind than that represented by the material wealth of her romances? It might be that these 
figures represent—simultaneously—a longing for and a critique of female 
passivity/inactivity/worldly isolation (they don’t even read the newspaper). As a critique, 
they present the feminine ideal elevated to the satiric nth degree of foolishness. Thinking 
in this way raises the comparison between Dunbar-Nelson and her female protagonists. 
Not one of them is even remotely like her. (xlv–xlvi)  
 
What I find striking about the above passage is that Hull does not follow up on the first theory 
she posits; rather, Hull takes up only half of her hypothesis. This scholar explores the way these 
inactive characters might represent a biting criticism of “the feminine ideal,” but she refrains 
from considering the way these characters might serve as an important exercise in “wish 
fulfillment”: Hull neglects to follow up on how these idle characters might articulate Dunbar-
Nelson’s “longing for” “female passivity/inactivity/worldly isolation” (xlvi). Given the way 
passivity and idleness were weaponized to serve white supremacist purposes throughout 
American history, it makes total sense that the thematic thread of Dunbar-Nelson’s attraction to 
displays of idleness and unproductivity would not be explored in Hull’s initial attempts to 
recover this author for the twentieth century. This chapter returns to this once difficult ground 
and models a compelling way to read Dunbar-Nelson’s engagement with idleness and 
unproductivity as part of a cry for the space and time to rest given her overestension by various 
forms of intense, often unrewarding striving.  
 In so doing, I build on Kevin Gaines’s work in Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, 
Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (1996). Gaines devotes an entire chapter of 
Uplifting the Race to an analysis of Dunbar-Nelson’s journal entries from the 1920s. Gaines is 
most interested in the way Dunbar-Nelson’s private journaling provides insight into her internal 
struggle with the pressures of performing exemplary blackness in the context of the racial uplift 
movement, a performance which necessitated suppressing shameful personal setbacks and 
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maintaining an outward energetic commitment to empowered productivity. As Gaines explains, 
perceived struggles with productivity were threats to the work of uplift in which achievements 
and failures were projected on to the “worth of all black people” (213). Under intense scrutiny, 
African Americans of some status “absorbed” “the judgmental gaze of the dominant culture,” 
and, as a result, practiced “concealment of personal doubts and inadequacies. Only in private 
writings do we find frank expressions of anxiety, despair, and resentment among elite African 
Americans” (213). Within these diary pages, Gaines highlights Dunbar-Nelson’s repeated self-
flagellation over what she identifies as her laziness and unproductivity. Like me, Gaines notes 
that Dunbar-Nelson’s self-blame fails to take into account the circumstantial sources of her 
perceived unproductivity. For instance, Gaines addresses this author’s self-critical reflections on 
her participation in the Unity self-help regimen; he surmises that Dunbar-Nelson’s failure to 
make progress using this method was likely the result of her exhaustion. Her inability to “to 
achieve self-control, peace of mind, and to focus her energies” through the Unity curriculum, 
that is, spoke to her need for a respite from striving; Dunbar-Nelson needed a regimen of self-
compassion rather than another strategy for inducing productivity (213). These journal entries, 
Gaines concludes, reveal not a deficit of discipline but the “quite natural desire for more leisure 
to pursue her literary and intellectual interests” of “an already oversubscribed” woman (213).  
 Writing almost a decade after Hull, and therefore free from the burden of having to 
introduce Dunbar-Nelson to the academic community, Gaines can go a bit further in exploring 
the record of Dunbar-Nelson’s obsession with what the author understood as her penchant for 
unproductivity. Although Gaines investigates Dunbar-Nelson’s use of the diary as an outlet for 
processing her own perceived shortcomings, a discussion of the way Dunbar-Nelson’s private 
battles with exhaustion plays out in her public writing on unproductivity and idleness has not yet 
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been undertaken. In this chapter, I fill in this gap by digging into the author’s battles with 
exhaustion and her need for a system of self-care at an earlier point in her life—as they play out 
in her public-facing literary writing about idleness and unproductivity.  
 In addition to expanding upon Gaines’s work, my attention to the record of mental and 
physical depletion contained within Dunbar-Nelson’s early verse and fiction aligns with the basic 
project of the recent Legacy special issue on this author: to recover Alice Dunbar-Nelson for the 
twenty-first century. As Kate Adams, Sandra Zagarell, and Caroline Gebhard explain in their 
introduction to the 2016 special issue, there is a compelling rationale for revisiting Dunbar-
Nelson’s work with a focus on expanding beyond what was possible during the first wave of 
work on this author. Adams, Zagarell, and Gebhard explain Dunbar-Nelson proved troublesome 
to her initial recoverers because she “did not serve the agendas that motivated early African 
Americanist and feminist literary scholarship” (214). While rightfully eschewing a dismissive 
tone in discussing early work by Hull and others, the editors describe, for example, the way that 
the initial recovery effort attempted to fit Dunbar-Nelson into the established chronology of “the 
author narrative—the story of a singular individual traversing her singular path” (220). As a 
result, this first wave of recuperation unintentionally created “expectations that sharply restrict 
and distort [Dunbar-Nelson’s continued] recovery—expectations of self-coherence and 
consistency and of a linear development of awareness, skills, ambition, and subject matter” 
(220).118 Two of the areas that Adams, Zagarell, and Gebhard identify as fruitful for future study 
seem especially relevant to this chapter. The first of these areas for future study is an 
“investigation of Dunbar-Nelson’s recursive approach to writing—her habit of circling back to 
earlier material, concerns, or motifs in order to expand upon, resignify, or resituate them” 
(Adams et al. 220). My exploration of Dunbar-Nelson’s writing on exhaustion tracks her 
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treatment of the theme from Violets and Other Tales (1895) to “A Common Plaint” (circa 1900) 
to The Confessions of a Lazy Woman (1903) to “Little Roads” (1930). In so doing, my reading 
forcefully captures the “depth and complexity” of Dunbar-Nelson’s thinking on this topic (221). 
This chapter also shares a second aim of the present-day efforts of Adams et al. in the sense that 
my work on Dunbar-Nelson’s writing about idleness and unproductivity reflects a belief that 
productive scholarship can come from resisting the “impulse” to force “Dunbar-Nelson’s 
writings” to “confess a putatively authentic black female perspective” so that “other things can 
come to light” (237). What surfaces in this chapter is the narrative of a worn-out young 
professional who is committed to the striving imperative of racial uplift at the same time that she 
is attracted to the prospect of being absorbed into a cocoon of idleness. My work diverges from 
the Legacy special issue when it comes to preferred methodology. The articles collected in the 
special issue remain loyal to the archival-based historicist framework for which this academic 
journal is known. Although the editors claim to want to move past uncomplicated proto-feminist 
contortions of Dunbar-Nelson’s work, their own work reflects a continuing desire to emphasize 
those pieces of this author’s oeuvre that contain politically-minded expressions of discontent.  
 The first section situates Alice Dunbar-Nelson within the postbellum period, and draws 
on secondary biographical and historical sources to provide an overview of the raced and 
gendered pressures that contributed to her exhaustion and her hesitancy to grant herself 
permission to recharge. Therein, I rely on the work of Elizabeth Alexander, Kevin Gaines, 
Sharon Harley, and Wanda Hendricks. Section II of this chapter, I turn to the primary literary 
texts as I address the theme of idleness and inactivity as it is explored in Dunbar-Nelsons’ first 
published volume, Violets (1895). Drawing from the letters she sent to Paul Laurence Dunbar 
between the years of 1895-1901, Section III provides readers with the author’s own informal 
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words on the subject of her constant fatigue. This correspondence, which covers the courtship 
period from 1895 to 1898 and the first few years of Alice and Paul’s married life following their 
elopement in 1898, was collected by Eugene Metcalf as a dissertation project and published in 
two volumes in a very limited print run.119 Section IV treats “A Common Plaint” and 
Confessions of a Lazy Woman (1903), two works that Dunbar-Nelson completed, but did not 
publish, during her marriage to Paul Laurence Dunbar. In the coda, I analyze a poem that 
Dunbar-Nelson wrote near the end of her life, “Little Roads,” in which Dunbar-Nelson appears 
to be allowing herself, in older age, to ease off the path of striving. The coda discusses the 
importance of grappling with Dunbar-Nelson’s chronicles of her exhaustion in the context of 
present-day. The weariness that Dunbar-Nelson endured absent a model that legitimated rest for 
recharging maps well onto twenty-first century conversations that are currently going on among 
African American female professionals and intellectuals about caregiver burnout, “black 
burnout,” and establishing principles of self-care.120  
Under Pressure in the Postbellum Period 
 
 The cloud of exhaustion under which Dunbar-Nelson operated in her early adulthood had 
multiple sources. In addition to dealing with the exhaustion caused by living in a society 
characterized by persistent, overt racism, the adaptive strategies that racial uplift proposed for 
creating a more just environment became sources of pressure and weariness, as well as 
empowerment. In the most general sense, as Elizabeth Alexander has traced in her study Lyrics 
of Sunshine and Shadow (2001), Alice and her sister grew up under intense pressure to live lives 
that would be exemplary in the sense that they would be morally upright and would seek to bring 
social mobility to their family and their race.121 Alice was born to Patsy Wright, a former slave 
from Opelousas, Louisiana, who raised her daughters without the help of their absent father. 
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From early on, the understanding was that Dunbar-Nelson would make good on the opportunities 
her mother never had to obtain an education and achieve respectability among the ranks of 
middle-class society.122   
 When Dunbar-Nelson fulfilled the first step of this vision by earning her college degree 
from Straight University in 1892 and taking a job as an elementary school teacher in her 
hometown, she entered a field that was demanding but well-respected. At the turn of the century, 
teaching enjoyed an elevated status within the African American community because education 
was viewed as central to racial uplift. Sharon Harley’s research on African American women in 
the teaching profession from 1890-1930 has illuminated the degree to which teaching was 
considered an especially meaningful and valuable vocation with urban communities but also by 
the practioners themselves.123 Harley highlights the degree to which young “formally educated 
[African American] women” during this period viewed being in the classroom more as a life’s 
mission and less as a job; in fact, these young educators reported entering teaching after college 
because they felt their education attainment meant they had “a special responsibility to their 
respective communities which they alone could fulfill” (256). In Harley’s analysis, she stresses 
the positive way in which this notion of teaching led female African American instructors to take 
on wider-ranging uplift activities in their communities: this concept of being morally bound to 
put their education to the service of the race resulted in teachers going above and beyond their 
basic pedagogical duties in the classroom. For example, Harley points to the many teachers who 
committed themselves to volunteering in settlement work in their scarce hours of free time, 
noting that:  
[T]eachers in their work situations often attempted, at least publicly, to perpetuate a 
single image of themselves as magnanimous public servants rather than as individuals 
engaged in income-producing activities; they often saw themselves more as ‘uplifters’ 
than as working women. (257) 




Their professional personas were shaped by this belief in teaching as the moral work of uplift. 
On the one hand, this postbellum view of teaching as a public-minded vocation central to racial 
uplift obviously served to instill a positive sense of purpose in young women entering the 
profession.  
 On the other hand, of course, the framing of teaching as uplift encouraged overextending 
oneself and failed to provide a schema for attending to one’s own needs while living a life of 
helping others. From the vantage-point of the twenty-first-century, we might recognize in this 
model of uplift-era teaching a pretty reliable formula for what is now referred to as “burnout.”124 
When teaching is collapsed under the broader heading of the “moral and social obligations” of 
“educated [African American] women,” there is no clear separation of when work starts and ends 
because job tasks are absorbed into a broader, never-ending structure of self-sacrifice for the 
good of the community (Harley 257). In addition to advocating overwork, this schema had the 
effect of throwing a “reformist veil” over the profession and creating a sense that it was women’s 
“moral and cultural stature rather than their academic abilities” that equipped them for the role—
despite the fact that their formal education was treated as a prerequisite for serving in the 
classroom (257). Put differently, framing teaching as uplift played up moral duty while 
downplaying individual intellect or skill. Such a minor shift in point of emphasis seems 
insignificant until one considers the effect it could have on individuals putting forth around the 
clock effort with little acknowledgment of individual achievement. Female professional ambition 
in this context became a battle of who could give the most. The results were that teachers were 
less likely to be viewed in the same category as male wage-earners, who merited rest and 
recovery from their strenuous, unnatural labor.  
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 This model of teaching as self-sacrifice makes total sense when one remembers the 
interest on separation of the spheres within racial uplift work. In his influential account of uplift 
ideology, Kevin Gaines describes racial uplift as a form of “cultural politics” in which “black 
opinion leaders deemed the promotion of bourgeois morality, patriarchal authority, and a culture 
of self-improvement, both among blacks and outward, to the white world, as necessary to their 
recognition, enfranchisement, and survival as a class” (3).125 Within this system, the attitude was 
that African American women should demonstrate a morally upright selflessness for all to see. 
Indeed, as Kevin Gaines explains, “[w]ithin uplift, black women [could not] exist for themselves, 
but only insofar as they serve the utilitarian project of race building” (231). The embrace of 
conservative gender roles was enacted in response to the particular harms of slavery: it was 
“against the humiliating effects of poverty, sexual exploitation, and public stigma of vice” that 
“domestic and family life were so exalted within uplift ideology” (Gaines 140). As Wanda 
Hendricks explains—in her writing on the black women’s clubs movements that formed to 
attend to the urban problem of prostitution at the turn of the century: “most middle class black 
women struggled throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to dispel the myth” 
of their own sexual immorality (53). This was because “the legacy of slavery had generated 
stereotypes of black women which were directly opposed to the ideal moral Victorian woman” 
and created a pernicious and persistent narrative “in which African American women were 
labeled as licentious, sensual, and promiscuous by mainstream society” (53). Indeed, black 
women became a major focus for elite African America males with a mind to remake the public 
image of the the race in the wake of chattel slavery, since the flagrant abuse of African American 
females by white masters had effectively robbed African American males of the dignity that 
inhered in being effective protectors of and patriarchal authorities to African American women. 
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By reframing teaching as selfless community service, this profession (often occupied by 
unmarried African American women who would otherwise be a liability) was given the 
necessary varnish of positive moral work.  
 For those with individualistic aspirations, like Alice Dunbar-Nelson, there was a great 
deal of internal struggle over her urge to pursue her own, selfish career. During her years at 
Straight, she had begun to hanker for a literary career; indeed, it appears that she sent out her first 
piece with the intent to publish it while she was studying in college (Alexander 60). Dunbar-
Nelson committed snatches of her evening time—when it wasn’t otherwise committed to 
grading, prepping, and volunteering—to sustain this goal of a solo literary (or intellectual) 
career. Nevertheless, her stories about female ambition at the time reveal her sense of the 
dangerous potential conflict between her desires and the social expectation that she throw her 
energies into self-effacing work for the good of the collective. By contrast, striving for public 
distinction was totally compatible with the moral path to racial progress in uplift’s understanding 
of masculine ambition. Hazel Carby explores the gendered ideologies in African American male 
intellectuals and public figures in Race Men (1998). In the writing of DuBois, Carby zeroes in on 
his comfortable reconciliation of individual ambition with morally admirable (because 
collectively productive) aims. DuBois, Carby shows, “decided” early on “that the commitment 
he overtook [to racial uplift] did not require him to set aside the interests of selfish desire and 
ambition” (10). As Carby notes in her reading of DuBois’s seminal work—The Souls of Black 
Folk, DuBois “concludes that the advancement of his ‘race’ will be intimately tied to his own 
personal achievements as an intellectual, a man who wishes to ‘make a name in science, to make 
a name in art and thus to raise my race’ ” (10). The same endorsement of singular ambition was 
not extended to DuBois’s female counterparts. As a result, individual striving remained a 
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particularly charged activity for Dunbar-Nelson—and something that she had to constantly try to 
fit into days that were characterized by the moral duties of her all-consuming pedagogical role.  
 
Escaping Exhaustion in Violets and Other Tales  
 
 Dunbar-Nelson published the volume Violets and Other Tales (1895) when she was a 
mere twenty years old. The collection contains numerous meditations on the subject of striving, 
its perils and pains. Individual pieces of short fiction within Violets chronicle the chaotic energy 
of the schoolyard over which Dunbar-Nelson presided in her day job (“Ten Minutes’ Musing”) 
and (“At Eventide” and “A Story of Vengeance”) highlight the internal torment that was 
involved in a young professional like Dunbar-Nelson making sense of her individualized 
ambitions in the context of the social expectations for African American women in the period. 
Pieces like the short story “In Unconsciousness” and the poem “The Idler” represent, on the 
other hand, the author’s dreams of finding a space for recharging and self-care amid an outward 
focused, exhausting life and the bliss of being able to detach from striving, respectively. In the 
section that follows I will show how the first group of stories establish the conditions from which 
the other works envisions an escape.  
  “Ten Minutes’ Musing” opens with the narrator being interrupted by “a terrible noise” 
while she is inside on her break and her pupils are outside playing “in the school-yard at 
intermission” (29). Alarmed by screams, howls, and yells emanating from beyond the windows, 
she and her colleagues investigate (30). They are able to make out something that looks “like a 
fight, a mob, a knock-down” outside, so they run “out the door hastily, fearfully,” prepared to get 
back to their duties: “ready to scold, punish, console, frown, bind up broken heads or drag 
wounded forms from the melee as the case might be” (29). It is soon revealed that this apparent 
violent struggle is just a lively football game, being presided over by the principal, who is 
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“standing at a safe distance with his hands in his pockets watching the seething mass with a 
broad smile” (31). This false alarm, this realization of the disconnect between her perception and 
the reality of the situation intrigues the narrator and serves as the afflatus for the prolonged 
philosophical aside that forms the real meat of the story. In these ten minutes of associative 
musing, the teacher reflects on the connection between the aspirational struggle of daily life and 
the bruising game of football that she mistook for mob violence. “Did you ever stop to see the 
analogy between a game of football and the interesting little game called life which we play 
every day?” she begins, “there is one, far-fetched as it may seem, though, for that matter, life’s 
game, being one of the desperate chances and strategic moves, is analogous to anything” (31). 
Our narrator’s philosophical digression reveals a bottled-up frustration with the fact that the 
‘desperate chances and strategic moves” of daily striving are not getting the kind of measured 
scrutiny they merit. A bird’s eye view is needed, the narrator suggests, to recognize much of the 
aspirational world’s absurdity: by her assessment,  
if we could get out of ourselves and soar above the world, far enough to view the mass 
beneath in its daily struggles, and near enough the hearts of the people to feel the throbs 
beneath their boldly carried exteriors, the whole would seem naught but a maddening 
rush and a senseless-looking crushing. (31-32) 
 
With her talk of piercing the carapace of the strivers, who plaster on confidence as they scurry 
about their chaotic pursuits, the narrator expresses a level of jaded consternation that often 
accompanies the drained young professional. She does not see herself as above this fatiguing 
farce but, rather, trapped in it, as is indicated by her use of the plural “our” and “we” in the 
passage where she critiques the “senseless-looking crushing” of daily life (32). Put differently, 
the problem that’s described is not the fault of “some people”; instead, it is “our ceaseless 
pursuing after the baubles of this earth” that Dunbar-Nelson reduces to the “the struggles for 
precedence in the business playground” (32, emphasis mine).  
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 What emerges most strongly from the narrator’s musing is an emphasis on the harm 
being done by our unthinking capitulation to constant aspirational struggle. The tale calls our 
attention to the way in which the young men striving for the football upset their internal 
“equilibrium over a spheroid of rubber” and the analogous way in which “a mass of men los[e] 
their coolness and temper and mental and nervous balance on change” in a day in the “world’s 
money market” (33). Indeed, the narrator’s comparison between football and the “little game 
called life” stresses not so much the avarice of such pursuits but the cumulative damage of this 
national culture of striving. The ‘little game of life,’ this vignette suggests, is not just bad 
because the losers get trampled; rather, it is (like football) corrosive to the minds and bodies of 
those who are winning. As our narrator explains, to the uninformed onlooker, the “disregard of 
mental and physical welfare” that the competitors demonstrate speaks of a worrisome pathology 
when viewed from afar (33).  
 The frame narrative in which this tangent of philosophical reflection is situated offers its 
own powerful commentary on the harried pace of daily life. Indeed, the very title, “Ten Minutes’ 
Musing” conveys the scarcity (and brevity) of time for reflection in the life of the teacher at the 
story’s center. The narrator’s existence is organized by the frenetic energy of the young pupils in 
her charge, such that she must jump into action when she hears them cry and line up to be ready 
to receive them when the bells signal that recess is over. As the tale’s opening illustrates, even at 
intermission, when the children are playing—and under someone else’s supervision, the narrator 
cannot disengage. The teacher is never really “off-duty”; instead, she must remain vigilant and 
ready to intervene to avert a crisis. It is from this position of exhaustion with her role in this 
caring profession that the narrator formulates her world-weary lament on the absurd social norm 
of sacrificing body and mind to striving. The women at the center of the two stories I examine 
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next experience a similar world-weariness from navigating more individualized careers that 
were, at the time, far less socially acceptable than teaching, which, as I mentioned before, was 
viewed as okay for African American women to hold because it could be seen as an extension of 
a women’s nurturing instinct and was also a job that stressed selfless contribution to the 
collective uplift of the race.  
 “At Eventide” and “A Story of Vengeance” validate the fantasizing about the carefree 
simplicity of detaching from aspirational pursuits that occurs elsewhere in Violets by 
emphasizing the frustrating and fraught nature of ambition for African American women of the 
period. Neither story specifies the race of the female protagonist, but this is representative for the 
author. As Violet Harrington Bryan notes in her essay on the early stories, “Dunbar-Nelson’s 
first two collections...dealt implicitly with racial concerns” whereas in her later work she started 
“to address those troubling [race] issues as directly as she had the conflicts of women in Violets 
and The Goodness of St. Rocque” (133). Despite the lack of explicitly racialized figures, there are 
many reasons why a raced and gendered reading of this volume would be appropriate. For one 
thing, it is hard to imagine that at a time when Dunbar-Nelson was writing for a specifically race-
based women’s newspaper The Women’s Era she would have been interested in separating the 
compounding challenges of racism and sexism. The fact that these tales emphasize an antiquated 
Victorian notion of women’s options also lends support to a reading of these works in a raced 
context, since Victorian mores of female conduct, as I discussed in the first section of this 
chapter, had a much longer durée in the context of the racial uplift movement, where establishing 
the Christian respectability of African American women was a central focus.  
 “At Eventide” probes the topic of misdirected female aspiration as a force that 
jeopardizes the meaningful institution of marriage. In this context, the pain of navigating 
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ambition is on full display in the fate of the protagonist: a woman who chooses to seek public 
acclaim and in so doing forfeits a life of companionship by rendering herself too selfish and 
morally tainted for matrimony. As the story begins, readers come upon the main character, who 
remains nameless for the duration of the tale, at the end of a long day she has devoted entirely to 
waiting by the window for some sign of a man of past significance in her life. The title of the 
story is a nod to the fact that the narrative picks up as the day begins to wind down. With the 
“sun s[i]nk[ing] slowly to rest” and “the young moon” emerging, the industry of the day declines 
and the woman finds herself a witness to the sounds of a domestic happiness of which she is not 
a part (159). “[T]he hum of soul-wearing traffic die[s] in the streets” and is replaced by “the 
merry voices of happy children float[ing] to her ears” (159). And yet the unnamed female figure 
remains constant: untouched by the collective shift in mood that has transpired outside her 
window, she attends to the horizon waiting for her erstwhile lover. As she waits, the story’s close 
third-person narration dips in and out of free indirect discourse, revealing to the reader the 
vacillations in confidence that occur in the mind of the main character as the hours drag on. “Had 
some cruel chain of circumstances forced him to disobey her bidding—or—did he love 
another?” the woman ponders at one moment, only to affirm in the next thought—as she “smiles 
triumphantly”—that “no... he could not [love another] having known and loved her” (160). 
Having reassured herself that there is still love shared between her and her absent man, Dunbar-
Nelson’s protagonist proceeds to distract herself from the suspense of waiting with recollections 
of this relationship’s origin and development. As the narrator so eloquently puts it, she proceeded 
to “read the almost forgotten tale of long ago, the story of their love” (160). A cosmic grandeur is 
attributed to the match in this telling; indeed, their initial physical and metaphysical chemistry 
appears to possess the power to bend the universe:  
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Within his arms, earth seemed a far-away dream of empty nothingness, and when his lips 
touched and clung to hers, sweet with the perfume of the South they floated away into a 
Paradise of enfolding space, where Time and Death and the woes of this great earth are 
naught, only these two—and love, the almighty. (160–161).  
Perhaps predictably, the relationship does not continue in this blissful otherworldly manner. 
Instead, Dunbar-Nelson invokes the trope of suffering shipwreck to describe the way in which 
the couple’s “happiness drifted slowly across the sea of Time until it struck a cruel rock, whose 
sharp teeth showed not above the dimpled waves” (161). Ruin results. Readers learn that 
“[w]here once had been a craft of strength and beauty, now was only a hideous wreck” (161). 
The ‘rock’ in this extended metaphor is a “Tempter” of evil comparable to that of the serpent that 
undid the placid environs of the Garden of Eden, “[a]nd the Tempter’s name was Ambition” 
(161). Notably, here, ambition tempts the female half of the relationship, not the man. “At 
Eventide” is not a classic account of male ambition gone awry, in which professional pursuits 
and avarice blind man from attending to his domestic sphere to the point where he fatally 
neglects his “angel in the house.”  
 In “At Eventide,” the tempter targets the protagonist because she is gifted with a natural 
talent; specifically, the young woman possesses a beautiful singing voice. For a while the young 
woman fends off the Tempter’s suasion. Ambition, here anthropomorphized as a whisper that 
haunts the main character, chastises the young woman for squandering her potential. Early on 
she gamely brushes him off—insisting that her lover’s “homage” is the only kind she seeks 
(162). Nevertheless, “as time fled on, [Ambition’s] tiny whisper grew into a great roar, and all 
the praise of men, and the sweet words of women, filled her brain, and what had once been her 
aversion became a great desire, and caused her brow to grow thoughtful, and her eyes moody” 
(162).  When she speaks to her lover about what she describes as her “new love”—i.e. her 
dreams of a career in which her voice touches the lives of many—he is quick to explain that this 
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trajectory is not compatible with the future he envisions for himself. “I want not a woman whom 
the world claims, and shouts her name abroad,” he assertively rejoins (162). The two break up, 
and the woman goes on to great success. Now that she has committed to pursuing this aspiration 
of hers, she finds that she is wholly unable “to turn aside from the path of ambition” (163). In 
sentences defined by exclamatory punctuation that sets these experiences apart as particularly 
thrilling recollections, the protagonist reflects on her glory days, in which she was showered with 
“the plaudits of the admiring world” and found herself “on the pinacle [sic] of fame!” (163). Of 
course, this fame cannot endure forever. Soon she is replaced by a younger star who captures all 
the love and admiration that was once showered on her. It is in this moment of professional 
irrelevance that she decides to reach out to her long-lost lover because, at this juncture of her life, 
she is overcome “with an unutterable longing for peace and rest and him” (164). Yearning for the 
known quantity of their relationship, she seems prepared to welcome with open arms the kind of 
domestic settling modeled in the last chapter by Chopin’s Madame Célestin and James’s May 
Bartram. 
 At last, the memory is interrupted by the lover who crosses the protagonist’s threshold in 
the narrative’s immediate present. Perhaps, readers think, our protagonist will have her moment 
of reconciliatory bliss. And yet, her joyous attempt at an embrace is not reciprocated by her male 
visitor. Instead, her former soulmate launches right into a “pitiless, stern” dressing down of the 
woman with whom he once desired to spend the rest of his life (165). “Most faithless of faithless 
women,” he begins, “think you that like the toy of a fickle child I can be thrown aside, then 
picked up again? Think you that I can take a soiled lily into my bosom? Think you that I can 
cherish the gaudy sun-flower that ever turns to the broad, brazen glare of the uncaring sun, rather 
than the modest shrinking, violet?” (165). The culmination of this cruel send up is the man’s 
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admission that he has come to his former lover’s house to let her know he has married someone 
else.  
 In “At Eventide,” the protagonist’s desire for a singular career is perceived as a clear 
threat to the the sanctity of morally upright patriarchal relationships. Aspiration for individual 
distinction—rather than vicarious ambition, of wife for husband, or collective aspiration, for the 
elevation of the race—is equated with whoring in the mind of the protagonist’s beau, which 
reflects the reactionary language that circulated in the period about the dangers of single women 
venturing into the city for their careers. The fact that the protagonist’s career is one of short-lived 
success furthers the story’s associations with the arguments male race leaders used to justify 
traditional gender roles. Recall that, while beloved on the world stage as a singer, the protagonist 
of Dunbar’ Nelson’s story is cast off once her youth has faded slightly. A rhetoric of precarity 
was often deployed to discourage African American women from seeking out professional work 
instead of marriage. A cautionary tale circulated, advanced by thinkers as prominent as W. E. B. 
DuBois, that job loss for single women in the city had the real potential to end in a desperate 
embrace of a life of prostitution. The slippage between single working women in the city and 
prostitutes was one that was promoted in the vile slander of white supremacists as well as 
internalized by the uplift movement itself; DuBois made that association (in)famous when he 
published his landmark study The Philadelphia Negro in 1899. As Kevin Gaines notes “In 
DuBois’s scheme, working black women embodied the weakness of the patriarchal family, a 
condition from which prostitution seemed only a short plunge” (169). As such resonance of these 
socioculturally specific sources of pressure must come to mind when the beau in “At Eventide,” 
angrily upbraids his former lover and rejects her as “the most faithless of faithless women” and 
when he expresses disgust at her attempt to wrap him in her arms—saying “think you that I can 
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take a soiled lily to my bosom” and calling her a “gaudy sun-flower that ever turns to the broad, 
brazen glare of the uncaring sun, rather than the modest shrinking, violet” (165). At the very 
least, the man is choosing to express through certain slanderous images being used at the time of 
the story’s composition to pathologize black women with aspirations beyond the Christian 
stronghold of a husband’s home.126  
 More generally, “At Eventide” dramatizes a central belief amid the uplift movement that 
there was a very destructive potential to misdirected female ambition to the degree that such 
individual advancement rendered them out of touch with the moral but “ ‘plain life’ ” that would 
be their lot as wives and mothers (Gaines 140). Selfish aspirations took African American 
women out of the marriage market and damaged the respectability of the patriarchal world of 
middle and upper middle class race men. The protagonist of Dunbar-Nelson’s story garners 
visible fame and substantial fortune for her individual talents in a way that fails to conform with 
the expectation that race women lead lives of steadfast domesticity and direct any aspirational 
energies that were not expended on childrearing and supporting their husband to collective 
philanthropic efforts. To be a singer in the manner of the protagonist was to be a worrisome 
narcissist whose success was a failure even before it began to dwindle because it made her a 
potential liability as a spectacle to the public. African American women who did find themselves 
in “anomalous public” positions during the late nineteenth-century and early twentieth centuries 
often used those very forums to emphasize that the visibility was not enjoyable for them, e.g. 
explaining that they had “ ‘no vicious longing for publicity’ ” and “ ‘no hunger to usurp the 
sphere of men’ ” (Gaines 139). By giving in to the temptation to follow her talent, the 
protagonist in essence demonstrated her disregard for the normalizing importance of home and 
hearth. The outrage that such a failure to prioritize would produce is echoed in the lover’s 
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disbelief that he would be so callously thrown away and then picked up again as if he were “the 
toy of a fickle child” that is discarded one minute and “picked up again” when interest is 
reignited, rather than the dominant figure in the gendered hierarchy that underpinned the ideal of 
marriage within the racial uplift movement (“At Eventide”165).  
 “A Story of Vengeance” features a variation on the theme of “At Eventide”: in the former 
tale as in the latter, individualized female ambition is presented as the enemy of marital union. 
Adopting an intimate form of address, “A Story of Vengeance,” is a first-person narrative that 
takes the form of a conversation between the unnamed speaker and her friend, Eleanor. The 
conversation consists of the narrator’s attempt to explain to her friend why she has never 
married. The two women know each other from their “school-days” (98). The speaker recalls 
their feelings upon “Commencement night” when “there wasn’t one of us but imagined we 
would have only to knock ever so faintly on the portals of fame and they would fly wide for our 
entrance into the magic realms” (98). These are precocious, well-educated women to whom 
Dunbar-Nelson likely personally related having, as I mentioned earlier, distinguished herself 
through her academic performance in her undergraduate career and her completion of a MA. 
After graduation, Eleanor, who is the character being addressed, “plunge[d] into the most 
brilliant whirl of society” (98). As a result, she is married with children by the time she visits her 
friend to have the conversation that constitutes the occasion for this tale. The speaker on the 
other hand, remained in “the beautiful old city” where they went to college “to work” (98). 
During this time, she fell for a notorious bad-boy, one Bernard. Despite being aware of Bernard’s 
sullied reputation, the speaker fell for him and began an emotional whirlwind of a five months 
long relationship with him. This relationship involved sex, as is evidenced by the speaker’s 
delicate (but marked) elision, at the moment when she describes how she gave herself over to 
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Bernard, “I’ll draw the veil over the scene which followed; you know, you’ve ‘been there’ ” 
(101). In keeping with her sense of what is appropriate to keep this man around, the speaker 
explains that, she “tamed down beautifully in that time” with Bernard (100). Indeed, she states 
that she “gave up all [her] most ambitious plans and cherished schemes, because [Bernard] 
disliked women whose names were constantly in the mouth of the public”; in keeping with this 
retreat from aspirational striving, the speaker withdrew socially and “renounced some of [her] 
best and dearest friends” (101).127 In this instance, it is not the Tempter Ambition that ruins the 
speaker’s happiness; rather, Bernard is called away to his family home for an emergency and he 
remains there, ultimately betraying the narrator when he chooses to return to the delicate, 
feminine love of Blanche, his ex-girlfriend.  
 Once she is convinced that she has been definitively cast off, the speaker feels the urge to 
seek revenge on the man that has wronged her. Initially, her revenge takes the form of a 
recommitment to the career she had previously compartmentalized in an effort to please her 
lover’s wishes to have her to himself and not have her be popular and beloved by a wide 
audience. Eleanor is told that her friend “threw off [her] habits of seclusion and mingled again 
with men and women, and took up all [her] long-forgotten plans” (103). From that moment, the 
narrator’s life has been a series of professional rewards as “success followed success, triumph 
succeeded triumph” and the speaker was “lionized, feted, petted, caressed by the social and 
literary world” (103). As a testament to the degree of her fame, readers learn that Eleanor used to 
reach out to her friend at regular intervals to ask how she was handling the plaudits that were the 
effects of her very public achievements. to the extent that Eleanor apparently frequently asked 
her in the past how she could handle the extent of her achievements. Made rich as a result of her 
dream-come-true-quality literary career, the speaker apparently pulled some strings to exact her 
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true act of revenge, which involved Bernard being driven from his “father’s home branded as a 
forger” (103). Although she does not explain how she pulled this off, the speaker clearly admits 
to having a hand in this when she quips about the fate of Bernard, “Strange, wasn’t it?” and 
answers her own musing saying, “But money is a strong weapon, and its long arm reaches over 
leagues and leagues of land and water” (103). Eventually, a disgraced Bernard makes his way 
back to the speaker, groveling on his knees and asking for her forgiveness. In the moment, she 
cruelly rejects him only to find herself attempting to chase him down afterward. These efforts are 
in vain. 
 By the time the exchange between Eleanor and her friend takes place, the speaker 
proclaims herself “a miserable, heart-weary wreck, --a woman with fame, without love” (105). 
Although her fame and fortune far past the fleeting renown of the singer in “At Eventide,” this 
story’s ambitious woman seems no better off. Without a shared domestic purpose, the speaker 
has physically deteriorated—looking prematurely aged in the face and showing a decline in her 
basic faculties. In fact, the story’s opening line captures the speaker responding to an expression 
of surprise on the part of Eleanor as they meet up after some time has passed: “Yes, Eleanor,” the 
passage reads, “I have grown grayer. I am younger than you, you know, but then, what have you 
to age you? A kind husband, lovely children, while I—I am nothing but a lonely woman now. 
Time goes slowly, slowly for me now” (98). Continuing this depiction of fragility, the narrator 
remains hidden by a screen for the duration of the visit because, prematurely worn down by the 
world, her “eyes can scarcely bear a strong light” (98). Outside of the natural arrangement of 
marriage, the story seems to communicate, there is not much company or many sources of 
abiding cheer for single females. Like “At Eventide,” “A Story of Vengeance” is haunted by 
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anxiety about the catastrophic consequences of pursuing one’s individual passions as a young 
woman of color at the end of the nineteenth-century.  
 It is in the context of the cumulative strain of the professional fatigue alluded to in “Ten 
Minutes’ Musing” and the internal anguish over aspiration that is on display in “At Eventide” 
and “A Story of Vengeance” that “The Idler” emerges as an enviable figure in the eponymous 
poem in Violets. The poem “The Idler” follows “At Eventide” in the volume and crafts a 
sympathetic reading of a figure who is glaringly at odds with the striving imperative.128 The 
piece opens on the image of “[a]n idle lingerer on the wayside’s road” who has just finished up 
with an unnamed task and is described as “he gathers up his work and yawns away” (l.1 and l.2). 
The image of the journeyman leaps to mind: from the speaker’s description, readers might 
envision the idler walking with his work tools secured in a bundle suspended from a stick for 
ease of transport. The second pair of lines in the first stanza immediately reveals the scope of the 
poem as it makes the trenchant metaphorical leap between the physical bundle the idler has just 
packed up and “the tiresome load” of life, as the speaker remarks “A little longer, ere the 
tiresome load/Shall be reduced to ashes or to clay” (ll. 3 – 4). Falling into the category of 
Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” and much of the verse produced by the British Romantic poets, the piece 
is one in which a youthful author broods over the seemingly personally irrelevant topic of the 
shadow human mortality casts on earthly life. With this glimpse into the abyss of mortality, 
Dunbar-Nelson pushes forward, placing the “slowness” of the idler’s earthly walk against the 
backdrop of his universal fate (l. 6). Especially given Dunbar-Nelson’s enterprising nature, 
readers might expect the poem to goad its audience to make more of themselves: the idler could 
easily become fodder for a cautionary tale about the misfortune inherent in a life devoid of drive. 
And yet, in its conclusion, the poem takes an entirely different view on the matter. As we shall 
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see, Dunbar-Nelson uses the first four stanzas to drum her readers into a state of condescending 
pity for the poem’s central figure only to delegitimize this normative response with a major turn 
in the poem’s final section.  
 With anaphoric lines, the speaker foments concern by emphasizing the way the idler’s 
earthly crawl alienates him from the driven hubbub of the society he inhabits:  
No matter if the world has marched along,  
And scorned his slowness as it quickly passed;  
No matter, if amid the busy throng,  
He greets some face, infantile at the last. (ll. 5 – 8) 
 
Despite the leading “No matter(s)” the image of being out of step with the world provokes 
readerly concern: to appear sluggish and underdeveloped to the other mortals who comprise the 
‘busy throng’ of modern life is a pathetic fate, especially in the context of the postbellum project 
of African American ascent. Acknowledging the natural, negative response to this tableau, 
Dunbar-Nelson begins the third stanza with the answer to a question that seems to emanate from 
offstage. The speaker remarks “His mission? Well, there is but one, /And if it is a mission he 
knows it, nay”—almost as if she is talking down some invisible interlocutor who has expressed 
incredulity at the idler’s apparent complacency with his situation (ll. 9 – 10). The idler, readers 
observe, appears untouched by the ideology of aspiration; indeed, his only pursuit is “[t]o be a 
happy idler, to lounge and sun, /And dreaming pass his long-drawn days away” (ll. 11 – 12). 
Here, as elsewhere in Dunbar-Nelson’s writing, dreams are not synonymous with future-oriented 
personal goal-setting but rather with an undirected emptiness of mind that refuses to use the 
spare hours after work is done to scheme about improving personal circumstances.129 The idler, 
the poem makes clear, does not spend his free time in Franklinesque commitment to a rags-to-
riches program of self-development. Comprised of five quatrains with a simple ABAB end 
rhyme, the form of the poem thematically mirrors the figure at its center, the idler who—foil to 
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the mover and the shaker—ambles along unconcerned with varying his predictable pace. The 
fourth stanza continues to aggravate the sensibilities of strivers. As the speaker sums up the life 
of the idler, she directly invokes contentment to describe the individual’s attitudinal orientation 
to earthly life. The quatrain reads in full:  
So dreams he on, his happy life to pass  
Content, without ambitions [sic] painful sighs, 
Until the sands run down into the glass; 
He smiles—content—unmoved and dies. (ll. 13 – 16, emphasis mine).  
 
The speaker characterizes the idler’s lack of interest in striving as contentment, as an acceptance 
of the course of life that is easiest.  
 Readers seem primed to receive a good old fashioned call to carpe diem and lead lives of 
productivity when the poem takes a turn in its final stanza. With the phrase “And yet,” Dunbar-
Nelson opens the concluding section with a sharp pivot:  
And yet, with all the pity that you feel 
For this poor mothling of that flame, the  
 world;  
Are you the better for your desperate   
 deal,  
When you, like him, into infinitude are  
 hurled? (ll. 17 –20) 
 
The poem has baited readers to a position of self-righteous superiority only to cut them down for 
their reflex-like judgment. From their position amid the “busy throng,” readers have adopted a 
version of the perspectival paternalism that was discussed at length in the previous chapter; as a 
result, they have assumed that the idler was to elicit their “pity” rather than provide them with an 
opportunity to reexamine society’s continued commitment to striving. The idler, the poem 
suggests, should serve as a healthy reminder of the unnatural exertion that striving entails.  
 The idler is, of course, a bone-weary young professional’s idealistic rendering of working 
class life. For Dunbar-Nelson, this laborer’s ability to put in his day of work and then leave 
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represents a dream come true to the poem’s author whose life is defined by tortured hours of 
grading and evening teaching once the school bell rings for the day and she is theoretically 
dismissed from her pedagogical duties. While the idler leads a life defined by work that 
alternates with periods of leisure time and rest, Dunbar-Nelson has no such predictable rhythm. 
Instead, her life is characterized by an apparently endless supply of tasks punctuated at erratic 
intervals by the decision to give up and give in to a few hours of anxious sleep before the start of 
a new day. Furthermore, the idler is unburdened by the kind of “mission”-driven work to which 
Dunbar-Nelson is wedded. Work for him is neither personal nor morally inflected: it is 
something from which he checks easily in and out of, as the time of day requires it. For the 
working class, as Dunbar-Nelson imagines them, employment consists of the completion of work 
to which there is no emotional attachment. While having work that speaks to passionately held 
notions of collective purpose is often glamorized as being more rewarding, such mission-driven 
work is also more likely to cause emotional exhaustion and compassion fatigue—this seems to 
be especially true in relation to work within the racial uplift movement, since the goal was far 
off, progress was slow, and setbacks were many. The collective big picture of Dunbar-Nelson’s 
mission-driven work had the tendency to demoralize as much as inspire. Dunbar-Nelson is 
already aware of the pressures on her to strive for the good of her race. White scrutiny seized on 
displays of black idleness to support racist agendas, and internal censure was the certain fate for 
the unproductive, educated African American who acted selfishly despite the urgent need for 
collectively-oriented striving. Against this backdrop, the idler’s ability to totally disconnect from 
the collective mandate would have registered as an obvious impossibility where Dunbar-
Nelson’s respectability in the community and her sense of moral duty were concerned. Perhaps 
most importantly, the idler of this poem is free from “ambition’s painful sighs,” as such he does 
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not feel what Dunbar-Nelson feels during this time in her life, namely, divided and filled with 
anxiety in the face of the internal conflict between her ambitious ideas about a singular literary 
career and her recognition of the respectability-focused cultural environment in which the 
expectation was that she should marry and support the race by taking on the mantle of 
wifedom.130   
 Dunbar-Nelson fashions ‘In Unconsciousness” as a first-person fantasy that consists of 
being transported to a space where she could recharge and make sense of the complication world 
of striving from a safe location well-moved from the daily grind. For the young woman at the 
vignette’s center, the experience is euphoric. The final sentence of “In Unconsciousness” 
attributes this experience to a reaction to the sedation used during the speaker’s dental procedure: 
it was “not opium, nor night-mare, but chloroform, a dentist, three obstinate molars, a pair of 
forceps, and a lively set of nerves,” the speaker wryly explains (43). Nevertheless, the final 
reveal hardly gives us license to totally write off the short tale as a humorous gag. Indeed, the 
story has more substance than this, especially when we examine the content of the trippy dream 
sequence in the context of the exhaustion chronicled elsewhere in Violets. The first person, 
stream-of-consciousness tale begins with the sound of bells, a sensory impression that carries 
over from the conclusion of the short story “Ten Minutes’ Musing,” which immediately precedes 
this one. In “Ten Minutes’ Musing,” the sound of bells is the marker of times of transition within 
Dunbar-Nelson’s draining day job. Literally, the bells mark the end of the school kids’ recess 
football match. Furthermore, we will recall the bells are a symbol of the system of ordered 
disorder within the aspirational world beyond the schoolyard; remember, Dunbar-Nelson bitingly 
compares the school bells to the closing bell on the trading floor that signals an end to each day’s 
scramble for stocks (“Ten Minutes’ Musing” 33–34). The speaker of “In Unconsciousness” 
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leaves the bells behind as she drifts off into an altered state of mind, characterized by 
hallucination-like dreaming. As this process of separation from human striving occurs, Dunbar-
Nelson gives readers a continuous stream of the speaker’s thoughts, which convey an immense 
sense of relief at being released.  
 Although the landscape of this fantasy does not map onto the natural world in any precise 
way, the space beyond the aspirational world—with all its sources of exhaustion—is accessed 
through a process of submersion. A description of the speaker’s descent into the ocean comprises 
the main action of the first few paragraphs. The mechanism for this descent is the main 
character’s anthropomorphized “auburn hair” that acts as a net that pulls her body deeper and 
deeper beneath the surface. As she makes this downward journey, the speaker uses the first-
person plural “we” throughout to indicate that her companion on this trip is her “soul,” (“In 
Unconsciousness” 37). At first, even after she pierces the water’s surface and starts to feel 
dragged down, the speaker still hears “the wild crescendo” of the “mighty bells” (38). At one 
point as she is sinking she addresses the sound directly, pleading with the bells to “tell me from 
your learned lore of the hopes of mankind! Tell me what fruit he beareth from his strivings and 
yearnings; know not ye? Why ring ye now so joyful, so hopeful; then toll your dismal prophecies 
of o’er-cast skies?” (38–39). Although the bells make no attempt at an answer, the speaker’s line 
of questioning reveals a world weariness that mirrors that which is reflected in Dunbar-Nelson’s 
letters about her teaching career in the years following the publication of Violets. Like many 
overextended women, Dunbar-Nelson’s letters reveal doubt about the efficacy of striving—both 
personally and in the face of intractable societal problems—and a decreased sense of personal 
accomplishment despite the reality of being constantly busy.  
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 The speaker’s address of the bells marks her last paroxysm of concern for the world, as 
she enters a state of “peace, perfect, unconditioned, sublime peace, and rest, and silence” (39). In 
her current location, “within the great depths of the mighty ocean” readers are told that “the 
solemn bells cannot penetrate, and no sound, not even the beatings of one’s own heart, is heard” 
(39). Devoid of color and sound, the large space in which the speaker reclines at ease is a 
veritable sensory deprivation chamber primed for luxurious, restorative relaxation. No longer 
floating or whirling around in dizzying circles, she has assumed a place of blissful stasis in a 
sparingly furnished inner sanctum. Here, our speaker describes herself as she “lay, silent, 
unexpectant, calm, and smiled in perfect content at the web of auburn hair, which trailed across 
my couch” (39). With this restful posture comes an internal repose as the speaker’s mind is 
evacuated of all thoughts of duty, work, or ambitious striving. To describe her state of mind, the 
speaker delineates the qualities it lacks: she senses “[n]o passionate longing for life or love, no 
doubting question of heaven or hell, no strife for carnal needs, —only rest, content, peace—
happiness, perfect, whole, complete sublime” (39). While ‘longing for love’ and ‘strife for carnal 
needs’ might initially not be seen as sources of pain or exhaustion, we need only recall the tales 
“At Eventide” and “A Story of Vengeance” to remind ourselves of the heightened pressure of 
deciding between nurturing a romantic relationship and pursuing personal ambition for a young 
woman like Dunbar-Nelson. Given the high stakes of romantic coupling, it makes sense that a 
busy teacher trying to navigate her way to a solo writing career would find even love’s passions 
something for which she needed more bandwidth than she possessed. Relishing the experience in 
these “halls of rest,” the speaker takes particular pleasure in the distance that has been created 
between her and all earthly cares (40). From this vantage point, the speaker gains perspective on 
a world in which she was caught up. At one point, she meditates on her home planet from afar—
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personifying the earth as a busy worker inhabited by busy workers: “the great earth” the speaker 
observes “has toiled wearily about the sun, until its mechanism was failing, and the warm ardor 
of the lover’s eye was becoming pale and cold from age, while the air all about the fast 
dwindling sphere was heavy and thick with the sorrows and heart-aches and woes of the humans 
upon its face,” she imagines (40). Within the drug-induced dream, the world is revealed to the 
speaker as Dunbar-Nelson affectively experiences it. From the pursuit of forbidden love affairs 
to the “crushing unrest of blighted hopes,” all aspects of daily life seem to demand a kind of 
energetic effort for which she lacks the stamina (40).  
 This otherworldly contentment is different—more overblown—than the domestic settling 
that was the subject of my second chapter. Nevertheless, a hyperbolic form of contentment—of a 
womb-like place of stasis that is insulated from all striving—makes sense as a fantasy of escape 
from a daily grind in which there is no time for rest or self-care. Even within the frame of the 
narrative, the dream itself is unsustainable. The speaker is rudely pulled out of her drug-induced 
state and left to reckon with a sore mouth and a return to aspirational reality. Still the content of 
the fantasy is important because it conveys a sense of the grave need for respite from “ambition’s 
painful sighs” (“The Idler,” l. 14). Most basically, the short story communicates that, for the 
exhausted main character, the dream of being transported does not include an angelic chorus or a 
run through fields of beautiful grain or even the comforting embrace of an imaginary lover; 
rather, release takes the form of a sensory deprivation chamber—an experience of blissful 
protection from an outside world defined by a never-ending stream of demands for time and 
energy—punctuated by the sound of ringing bells.131  
 
 
        
	
	 183	
Dunbar-Nelson’s Epistles of Exhaustion 
 
  From 1895 through 1901, Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s letters reveal the mental and physical 
deterioration wrought by leading a perpetually hectic lifestyle devoid of the periodic pauses 
necessary for recharging one’s energetic reserves. During this period, Alice underwent a major 
change in her personal life when in 1895 she entered into an epistolary relationship with the poet 
Paul Laurence Dunbar; the two married on March 8th, 1898. Writing in 1895 to the man who 
would be her first husband, the author—who was then known as Alice Ruth Moore—frequently 
referenced the exhaustion that she felt as a result of her demanding teaching job and evidenced 
her inability to create the space to recharge. In 1897, Alice moved from her post in New Orleans 
to take another teaching position in Brooklyn. While in New York, she became heavily involved 
with charity work for the newly established White Rose Mission, which Victoria Earle Matthews 
opened in 1897 to support young African American women who found themselves alone and 
vulnerable in the fast-paced American metropolis. Upon relocating to Washington, DC to be 
with her husband, Alice took a break from teaching for the next few years; instead of working 
outside the home, she managed her husband’s affairs and served as his security blanket for 
mandatory socializing with the District’s stuffy literary elites. In these years acting the part of 
full-time wife, Alice squeezed in writing time whenever possible. She even managed to publish a 
short story collection in 1899; however, as letters indicate, she felt as busy as ever during this 
period—despite being “free” from the familiar strain of the classroom. Through all these 
alterations in circumstances, though, the fantasy of being transported to the “halls of rest” 
remained just that: a fantasy (“In Unconsciousness” 40).  
 Alice’s letters to Paul during their courtship give the impression that she is always on the 
move. She describes herself as “recklessly busy,” with “every moment occupied” (158 and 312). 
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The time stamps scattered throughout her letters reinforce the sense of a life organized down to 
the minute—an existence that is accurately described as “so rushed always” (457). For example, 
in one letter in mid-March of 1898, Alice notes that that she is on her way out the door to teach 
an evening class at the White Rose Mission, but she has chosen to “stop a minute to write to” 
Paul; later in the day she completes the same letter—at 11:45pm, to be precise—shortly after her 
very late dinner by her own report (512). The implicit mechanism that allows Alice to keep 
going in this way despite an obviously exhausting schedule is her sense of moral duty. Indeed, 
her correspondence with her new husband in 1898 reveals her sense of being part of something 
much larger then herself—in a way that had the potential to empower. For instance, when 
explaining to her husband Paul why she could not simply pick up and move in the middle of the 
school year, Alice invoked her sense of commitment to a collective mission that subsumed any 
individual desires to act otherwise:  
Duty, honor, love, which? Must the number suffer for the individual, or must the 
individual sacrifice a while for the number? Bring out your ethics and decide. Will we not 
both be happier in the end if we know that we have for a while put aside our own 
heartaching inclinations and finished the work begun, or at least left it in a condition 
where others may carry it on rather than a chaos that will cause those at the head to be a 
laughing-stock? (528-529)  
 
The exchange highlights the author’s sense that her personal life is secondary to this more 
important larger thing that she is a part of. Returning to Alice’s letter, for a moment, we can 
observe how it pays homage to the fact that the nature of the uplift agenda is that her work does 
not end with the end of the semester; her work is, instead, never-ending. Tellingly Alice qualifies 
her initial mention of the moment when she will have ‘finished the work begun’ with the 
tempered alternative of ‘at least [leaving] it in a condition where others may carry [the work] on 
rather than a chaos.’ 
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 Despite the sense of collective purpose that spurns her forward, there is a constant sense 
of overwhelm that characterizes Alice’s desciription of her lifestyle during her early years of 
teaching. Her letters reveal a daily existence defined by never-ending work that leaves Alice 
spread thin between divers responsibilities. In her correspondence, she complains about the 
constant preparation teaching requires and bemoans the stamina needed to keep her young pupils 
in line. On some days, the message is blunt: “Exhausted? I feel like a dishrag. 62 untamed 
odoriferous kids all day, 23 fiends in the manual training class to-night” (433). She often 
expresses a sense of being overwhelmed by the constant grunt work of it all; for instance, she 
writes Paul a letter with a time stamp of 2:30am and explains that “It is three o’clock and I am 
exhausted almost to tears. Just think a new class to-morrrow and all that work to do over!” (448). 
In a letter in the summer of 1895, Alice apologized for failing to write back more quickly and 
attributes the long silence to a sort of mental hibernation she took in the wake of “school closing 
[for the summer] with final exhibition and other final affairs” that she described as “simply 
harrowing to the average teacher” (Metcalf 54). At the time she wrote this letter, Alice was 
twenty years old and three years into her teaching career in the public-school system in her 
hometown of New Orleans. After the end of the term turmoil, she explains that she “just laid me 
down and rested, indefinitely, and to-day is actually the first day since last Sunday that I have 
aroused myself sufficiently to think” (54). Alice appears to have relished the rare mental respite: 
“Just imagine nine days without thinking! Can you? It was simply delightful, I assure you” (54). 
Although the intention to rest to relieve exhaustion appears throughout the rest of these letters, 
the actual ability to find space and time for recharging proves difficult. Disciplined about going 
to the gym, Alice’s exercise regimen seems to only diminish her physical strength in the long run 
by eating away at the already scarce after-work hours which she has to do her prep-work and 
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grading (457). In a particularly striking note, Alice describes “doing what [she] suppose[s] is a 
very foolish thing—leaning out of the window in [her] dressing gown and letting the rain beat on 
[her] head” (460)!  
 In addition to the non-stop labor of teaching, Alice’s volunteer further drained her 
emotional resources. Describing the work of the White Rose Mission, historian Steve Kramer 
stresses that for all the optimism the organization inspired, the mission’s settlement house efforts 
in an extremely impoverished section of New York City naturally “was often onerous, 
wearisome, and exasperating” for the volunteers involved (249). Notably, Kramer is of the 
opinion that “volunteer Alice Ruth Moore has left one of the best accounts of the strains and 
difficulties of settlement work at the Mission” in her letters to Paul (249). Quoting from one of 
her messages from 1898, Kramer sets the scene for the kind of grueling work that would require 
regular intervals of mental (and physical) recovery for even the most young and energetic of 
volunteers. I include the passage in full to give my readers a sense of the kind of “exertions” that 
were involved in this unpaid charity work:  
Well the boys are the toughest, most god[-]forsaken hoodlums you ever saw, average age 
14[,] but I’d met their counterparts in New Orleans. They were inclined to jeer and act 
horribly. My patience endured exactly 57 minutes by the clock, when after an unusually 
violent break on the part of a stalwart young man of fifteen I reached over another boy, 
grabbed him by the collar, and dragged him to the center of the floor. One hand was full 
of papers, so I had only one hand to maniupulate his nibs with. I lectured him in 
sentences of four or five words punctuating them with fervent shakes with one hand, 
while my knuckles made dents in his medulla oblongata. Then I assisted him to his seat 
rather rapidly, and urged him to retain it with a genle grip on his shoulder that made him 
wince with delight—the other hand still holding the papers. One boy whistled. The 
other[s] looked in respectful silence. The class was dismissed in perfect order. (qtd. in 
Kramer 249) 
 
On the one hand, there is certainly a sense of mastery inherent in this account; although young, 
Alice was by this time experienced—having taught school for three years in New Orleans and 
honed her classroom management skills during this time. Indeed, the way she emphasizes her 
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ability to subdue the young individual with one hand, has the aura of one of those super-woman 
commercials: with papers in one hand and a human body in the other, Alice is the schoolmarm 
equivalent of the the tv ad mom who is depicted (à la octopus) simultaneously pouring coffee, 
straightening bibs, and packing her briefcase for an early start to the office. Regardless of how 
much of this sense of controlling the situation was put on after the fact, for the reading pleasure 
of her husband, it is worth noting that being good at your difficult and emotionally draining job 
hardly makes you less likely to be exhausted by it.  
 The classroom component of Alice’s volunteer work for the White Rose Mission required 
effort of one kind, while the home visits that the author made with the Mission’s founder 
Victoria Earle Matthews took a lot out of her emotionally. Indeed, vieweing the seemingly 
intractable state of poverty and hardship in which her pupils lived, Alice experienced the sense of 
depressing futility that often accompanies work in situations where one labored against structural 
forces that seemed to dwarf individual effort. Recollecting one particular visit to the tenement 
dwelling of one of her young pupils, Alice wrote that she “ ‘wondered how much good all [she] 
was trying to teach them would amount to when it was imparted [to] an empty stomach’ ” (qtd. 
in Kramer 250). Like many who suffer from emotional fatigue in connection with their work for 
social good in the twenty-first century, Alice was hard on herself for being so affected by these 
encounters despite having years of experience. Indeed, at the end of her account of this same 
house call, Alice writes that she feels she is seasoned enough to where she shouldn’t feel such 
pangs of sorrow at this kind of display of suffering, and yet, she is aware that even as time passes 
and her experience with these situations increases, she “ ‘never see[s] one that something doesn’t 
rise and grip [her] throat’ ” (qtd. in Kramer 250).   
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 As her relationship with Paul turned serious, this aspect of her life became emotionally 
taxing as well. Although it is not pertinent to the overall argument of this chapter, it is important 
to note that epistolary evidence clearly demonstrates that Paul raped Alice when the two met in 
New York in 1897. Not only was this experience traumatic for Alice, but her subsequent letters 
to Paul indicate that the injuries she sustained during the assault were such that she was under the 
care of a gynecologist for months following the attack. Paul was, in general, impatient and 
volatile in his affections. For instance, when Alice expressed her desire to continue working in 
Brooklyn through the end of that school term, rather than relocating to Washington, DC 
immediately after their elopement, her new husband threw a fit and threatened infidelity. Paul 
required a great deal of emotional attention as well. From his dramatic outburst and threats of 
infidelity when Alice indicated that she might retain her teaching job in Brooklyn for a while 
after they eloped to his drinking and flirtations with other women, the new Mrs. Dunbar 
constantly needed to dote on her husband and attend to every fluctuation in his mental and 
physical state. Paul was paranoid about public perceptions about their elopement and he blamed 
his wife’s decision to stay in Brooklyn for the rumors that circulated about an illegitimate 
pregnancy being the reason they tied the knot. The stress of handling Paul’s unpredictable 
swings in mood was then compounded by the moral shame produced by his accusation in this 
instance. To disappoint one’s husband and humiliate him went against the kind of training in 
domesticity that women like Alice consumed in their school days; furthermore, the specter of 
premarital conception was a ruinous one for any woman attempting to embody the morally 
superior image of wifedom within racial uplift culture.    
 Alice frequently remarked on the toll that the cumulative stressors—her demanding 
professional life, the couple’s frequent, draining arguments—was having on her. In her 
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correspondence with Paul from a week after their elopement, she describes herself as wearing the 
“nervous strain and anxiety of the past two weeks” on her person (506). “My hands are shaking 
like aspen leaves,” she observes, “my throat burns, and my whole body aches from sheer 
nervousness. This business of suffering every kind of mental agony from a half dozen sources, 
and working like a galley slave, meanwhile is a non-paying business” (506). A bit later on, as the 
argument about when she would come and support her husband in his place of residence dragged 
on, Dunbar-Nelson chronicled her deteriorating physical condition:  
What a perfect mental purgatory I have passed through during the past two weeks only 
God and I can know. Doubts and dreams, hopes and fears, cringings and aspirations, love 
and questionings, everything chaotic has possessed my soul. These with anxieties about 
finance—for we haven’t been paid for Feb. yet; worries about my physical condition, an 
unusual strain in the school work and a deeper worry about Medford opinion than I’d 
even confess to myself; a wild wonder how on earth I could every get ready for my new 
life, a fearsome regret for having hampered you possibly—what a torture! (540).  
 
And yet in the next breath, Alice displayed her tendency to push through challenges by leaning 
in to busyness. Rather than taking time to rest, by her report she met this moment of extreme 
strain by sitting down to copy her friend Dolores’s entire book manuscript—twice over! While 
such impulse to activity provided Alice with distraction it continued to eat away at her well-
being. The next week’s letters contain testimony to the visible scars this multi-layered stress is 
having on her. Alice describes herself as “thin and ugly with lines about [her] mouth and dark 
circles under [her] eyes”—“a pack of bones and nerves” has replaced a whole human being (561 
and 570). In her chronically worn down state, Alice fantasizes about leaving behind the 
“ceaseless process of nervous babies, chattering women, barking dogs, and high-priced 
seamstresses” to retire to somewhere beyond the urban din: “I’m tired of living for the world,” 
she declared, “Let’s go be Fijis or South African cannibals” (578). It was with this spirit of being 
strained beyond what she could bear that Alice appears to have collapsed into her bond with her 
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new husband— “I am so tired, so tired, so worn-out, so heart-sick at the hollowness and futility 
of everything but love for you,” she divulges (561).   
 Unfortunately for Dunbar-Nelson, she sought in this new union a balm that her 
dysfunctional marriage could never hope to provide. When Alice and Paul began to cohabitate, 
she transitioned from her draining life in Brooklyn to an equally exhausting one by her 
husband’s side. Paul’s clear expectation was that his wife would perform the lion share of the 
domestic upkeep of their lives and minimize her own public exposure to situations that involved 
accompanying him. His ideas about wifely duties were nothing out of the ordinary: as Kevin 
Gaines notes, “[h]owever unglamorous and burdensome, black women’s unpaid housework, 
praised as thrift—cooking, laundering, sewing, and childrearing—was part of [racial] uplift’s 
master plan, as a vital labor supplement to family incomes considerably below those of middle-
class whites” (140).132 During her marriage to Paul Dunbar, the author pursued her own literary 
career in the unpredictable moments of time when she was not managing her husband’s.133 
Letters exchanged by the couple during this time reflect Alice’s managerial role. In a 
representative message from February 1899, she provides her husband with reminders of various 
items of business items—e.g. “Did you write the letters to Boal, Jordan and the rest?”—and goes 
on to update Paul on her intent to follow-up on a recent request for him to write a monologue 
(Metcalf 729). In March of the same year, Paul writes Alice with a mock-playful criticism of her 
handling of his speaking engagements. The passage reads in full:  
And now may I drop in just a little line of business in our romance. You know a woman’s 
care of her husband is the romance of married life. So don’t you think you can stave off 
that club reception. In the first place I don’t care for it, in the second I’ve promised to 
read for Atlanta University at Worcester on the same night. The 22nd is also wanted. You 
know the 23rd is in Phil. And the 24th I have promised to the Woman’s Medical college 
there. So I shall need all the rest I can get.  
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As the reference to the looming threat of fatigue in the above letter indicates, Alice’s role as 
nurturer of Paul’s genius extended to taking care of him during his frequent spells of ill health 
caused, among other things, by his alcoholism. By April of 1899, she would add to her 
increasing list of domestic duties playing nurse to her husband’s ailing mother while Paul 
traveled. Unlike the fortifying union that she imagined for Eleanor in “A Story of Vengeance,” 
Alice did not feel invigorated by the drudgery of daily housework. With Paul’s rest as the clear 
priority, Alice continued to trudge along without the space or time to properly decompress.  
 Lacking a paradigm for self-care in which to assert the importance of self-care, Alice’s 
first years as a teacher and racial uplift worker seamlessly transition to a model of married life 
that similarly sapped her mental and physical reserves. Indeed, one gets the impression from the 
self-critical stance Alice adopted toward her own fatigue that she did not view herself as 
deserving of the kind of self-care she so sorely needed. The externally-imposed rest of “In 
Unconsciousness” suddenly takes on additional meaning. To someone who does not possess the 
belief that she is deserving of stopping to rest—someone who feels guilty slowing down or 
taking a break despite protracted, extreme busyness—the forced restorative hiatus described in 
“In Unconsciousness” would be particularly appealing because it removes the takes the decision 
to seek much-needed rest out of one’s own hands. 
Sounding Exertive Limits 
  
 As all human beings know from first-hand experience, when we do not grant our bodies 
and minds the breaks that they need, these faculties will take matters into their own hands. 
Dunbar-Nelson’ poem “A Common Plaint” reflects this reality in its description of a female 
persona who sits down to write at the end of a long day and finds herself unable to summon the 
powers of concentration needed for the task of literary composition. Composed circa 1900 but 
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never published during the author’s lifetime, “A Common Plaint” is, in my reading, a poem that 
goes beyond a playful examination of the conundrum of writer’s block to disclose the 
psychological landscapes that predominate in a society where self-care is anathema.134 More 
specifically, “A Common Plaint” exposes the vicious cycle of self-blame that is produced when 
unabated female exhaustion leads to procrastination and idleness. The scene of a woman 
nurturing her literary aspirations in the nighttime hours that remain after the tedious daytime 
responsibilities have been taken care of was, of course, a familiar one for Dunbar-Nelson, since 
this is the way she accomplished her composition during her years teaching school and during 
her marriage to Paul, when her days were filled with tasks of the wifely-support-role variety.  
 In the poem’s first line, the speaker imagines what might unfold in her mind if she was 
able to summon the discipline to write in her current condition. There is no immediate answer 
supplied to round out the poem’s opening conditional statement. Instead, the lines “If I could 
write a tale to-night” set off a digressive process: the speaker’s mind goes down an associative 
road—away from commencement of the writing process and toward contemplation of the topic 
that she might write about. The tale would be “[a] tale of thrilling things”—a romance by the 
look of it, as the speaker specifies that it would contain “a spice of love, a bit of fight, /the clink 
of wedding rings” ( l. 2 and 3–4). The tale’s ending would be a happy one—not just in the 
Shakespearean sense that it would end with nuptials—but that justice would be restored because 
the story would conclude with “the villain’s death, and all end right” (l. 5). Although not a 
villanelle in the strict sense, the poem’s repeating lines reinforce the feeling of unproductive 
thinking. For instance, the first stanza is capped off in precisely the way it began, as the speaker 
gestures toward the grand conditional: “the villain’s death, and all end right/If I could write a tale 
to-night” (ll. 5–6, emphasis mine). With its second utterance, readers are invited to remark on the 
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way the phrase’s grammatical construction has the effect of casting doubt that this conditional 
will come to fruition. ‘If I could write,’ after all, implies that the current situation is such that the 
speaker is uncertain about her ability to compose under the current circumstances.   
 For the poem’s speaker, the night becomes insidious because it provides her with a space 
for creative reflection that she is too exhausted to use. Put differently, the nighttime presents the 
speaker in “A Common Plaint” with the raw materials—a moment of respite between cycles of 
tedious work—that she cannot capitalize on due to her drained condition. Despite the fact that 
the bulk of the day’s work seems done, the kitchen and the hearth—two spaces within the home 
that are traditionally coded as domains of feminine duty—loom large in the form of the “pot...on 
the fire” that the speaker “needs to boil” and the fire place itself, which she is tending (l. 7 and 
8). “A Common Plaint” depicts the process of literary creation in contradistinction to the 
Romantic notion of literary creation via the effusive streams of poetic inspiration.135 While the 
persona writes with this oracular ideal in mind—“I gaze with would-be seeress sight/And burn 
the midnight oil”—the poem narrates a protracted struggle to access the mental reservoirs within 
that lacks the effortlessness of the Romantic model (ll. 9-10). The speaker tries to force the 
moment of composition, i.e. to “fight” “for ideas,” as she puts it (l. 23). And yet she finds herself 
in need of rescuing more than anything. 
 In a clever manner, the high (melo)drama of the tale the speaker imagined writing in the 
first stanza of the poem is recuperated to describe the internal struggle of the creative process. 
The speaker personifies her better self within as a stereotypical knight in shining armor. Poking 
fun at her own helplessness in the face of the blank page in front of her, the persona exclaims 
“Oh, hero, gallant, come bedight,” begging for her creative energy to swoop in and save the day 
(l. 17). In the context of the stanza, we might be tempted to read the reference to a ‘hero gallant’ 
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as a desperate appeal to the editors that the speaker references in the poem’s final stanza; 
however, the presence of the archaic term “bedight” disrupts this simpler interpretation and 
corroborates my assertion that the hero in this instance is the creative mind, personified. In 
general terms, “bedight” means “to equip, to furnish,” so the literal reading of this phrase would 
be a knight outfitted with his armor (“bedight”). Importantly, though, the word is a derivative of 
the term “dight,” which has a specific meaning in reference to the act of writing: “to compose, to 
invent, to versify.” (“dight,” II. 6). In this double-meaning, then, the hero is called to come and 
furnish the speaker with the stamina or discipline she needs to turn her associative ideas into a 
full-fledged tale. Within “A Common Plaint,” then, the dramatic conflict that emerges with the 
most force is presented as an internal one: the struggle between the “would-be” literary genius 
and a tired mind that is not cooperating. 
 Before the poem’s close, in the last stanza, the speaker admits defeat by acquiescing to 
her established pattern of unproductive nighttime writing sessions. Wallowing in her own 
unproductivity, the poem’s speaker embraces her unproductive tendencies and concludes with a 
nod to the sense of futility that she attaches to her literary pursuits:  
It is not use, I cannot write,  
I’d rather dream than work;  
Then what’s the use, let’s take to-night 
For luxury of shirk.  
Those editors would send it back,  
I cannot write, ah, well, alack! (ll. 25-30) 
 
This final stanza hints at the psychic damage that results when ambitious initiatives are relegated 
to the snatches of time before bed in the lives of “too-busy” women: rather than recognizing that 
their minds need adequate rest to produce literary work, women like the speaker internalized 
responsibility for their failed writing sessions. The result is a pattern of self-blame that feeds 
their already strong sense that they are undeserving of rest or self-care. In short, this misdirected 
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blame for a night of unproductivity perpetuates the exhaustion that is at the root of the problem. 
When the speaker explains her unproductivity as the result of her personal preference—that 
she’d “rather dream than work,” for example—the implication is that her difficulty with writing 
in this setting is the result of her being foolishly attracted to other things (l. 25). The reality of the 
situation seems to be that the cognitive labor of writing is difficult when one is running on 
fumes. Similarly, the use of the word “shirk” in line 28 reinforces the fact that the locus of blame 
is with the speaker of the poem, since the word refers to “the practice of shirking,” which of 
course carries the negative connotation of “evad[ing] (one’s duty, work, obligations, etc.)” 
(“shirk,” v. 4a). The speaker in the poem reflects the sense of uselessness that can come from 
trying to do work when one is too tired and the way that one can confirm one’s negative opinion 
of oneself in the process.  
 Dunbar-Nelson was prone to this sort of self-criticism throughout her adult life. Indeed, 
the closing stanza of “A Common Plaint” echoes her letters from her teaching days when she 
described herself as “hopelessly, helplessly lazy” (93). “Try as I can,” Dunbar-Nelson reflects in 
one letter, “the lethargy refuses to leave my bones. I’ll commit suicide from very despair some of 
these days if I don’t find myself improving in the manner of work. It’s not mental stagnation 
with me, it’s simple physical disability to sit long enough at the desk to write anything more 
length than a letter” (93).136 Translation: she has ideas—as the speaker does in this poem, but she 
lacks the attention and focus to follow through on them because she is sleep-deprived and 
overextended. While it is hard to take Dunbar-Nelson’s harsh view of herself seriously, it seems 
important to note that this kind of self-blame persisted through the decades of her adult life. 
Indeed, the attitude of the speaker in “A Common Plaint” has a compatriot in the self-flagellation 
that Kevin Gaines analyzes within Dunbar-Nelson’s diary entries from the 1920s. If anything, 
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the self-critical stance solidified over time, so much so that Dunbar-Nelson is lucky she didn’t 
declare herself unfit for such projects and stop trying to write poetry and fiction altogether. 
Within the microcosm of the poem, this intensifying of self-blame is enacted in miniature. 
Specifically, in the poem’s final stanza, the phrase “I cannot” takes the place of “If I could,” 
providing a much more definitive expression of the speaker’s sense that she cannot measure up 
to the creative task of literary composition: “I cannot write, ah, well, alack” (l. 30, emphasis 
mine).   
 The novel manuscript for The Confessions of a Lazy Woman features a central character 
who takes a different tack entirely: rather than striving to squeeze productivity from an emptied- 
out vessel, the titular character in Confessions spends her days editorializing on domestic and 
social expectations that she feels too fatigued to complete. The novel unfolds as a series of diary 
entries that provide readers with a selective window into the life of the main character over the 
course of one calendar year. A self-described “professional procrastinator,” the unnamed 
protagonist shares a comfortably upper middle class life in Washington, D.C. with her husband, 
Ned (1).137 In her inaugural diary entry, she provides readers with her personal philosophy of 
idleness. The central premise of her theory is that it is a “joy” to be known as “[a] Lazy Woman” 
because occupying this position frees one from the strain of feeling compelled to fulfill an 
exhausting array of ungratifying social and domestic expectations while at the same time 
shielding one from the scrutiny leveled against those who are perceived as trying but failing to 
fulfill those same expectations. “[I]f one has the reputation of being industrious,” the lazy 
woman explains, 
one must live up to it or have to encounter raised eyebrows and polite inquiries as to 
one’s health with an indescribable inflection in the voice which may mean anything, and 
does mean something, generally unflattering. If one has not the reputation of being 
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industrious, one is generally striving for it or else striving not to be considered lazy.... but 
to be frankly lazy, to be recognized as such among one’s enemies, friends, and relatives;  
--it is a condition of which angels dream and poets sing, or should if they do not. You 
have a reputation to live up to, and there is no effort in the living. You have a position to 
maintain, and you maintain it by sheer inertia. You have a thing to do and it is done by 
your merely holding your peace. Could any condition nearer approach the ideal? (2)  
 
In the novel, laziness serves as an insulating balm to the main character. On the one hand, 
readers will recognize that the condition of laziness enables the main character to demure from 
chores and obligations that are her lot in life but that she believes to be meaningless and 
inappropriate uses of her limited time and energy. In this sense, laziness allows her to defy the 
expectations that are placed on her, or at least to subject them to negotiation. On the other hand, 
the woman’s laziness does not seem to be entirely a passive aggressive front; rather, Confessions 
portays this penchant for idleness as the product of a real weariness (or maybe even depression). 
By the time we are introduced to her, the lazy woman is worn out by (and resentful of) the 
gendered expectation that she continuously, cheerfully give of herself. She is tired of being 
perceive by others as a found of free-flowing nurture and care. It is from this position of trying to 
recover her strength that she can identify and criticize the energy she’s expected to expend on 
domesticity.  
 The eponymous main character of Confessions of a Lazy Woman points to the rituals of 
daily life that breed exhaustion. Eating, for example, requires a certain ceremony on the part of 
the housewife that the lazy woman finds abhorrent. “All hail to the coming day when we shall 
take our food in pills” she states, “what a joy to be spared the worry of setting tables and hiring 
cooks and talking small talk at dinner” (6). The mere shift in weather brings along a subsequent 
expectation about what should be done in the household at that time; e.g. when “[i]t has been 
raining all day,” our narrator understands what she might do with this forced time indoors (46). 
As the lazy woman writes, “[t]here are people, good housewives, and sentimental folks, chiefly, 
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who take a rainy day for going over their attics and cellars and trunks and drawers. 
Unfortunately, I cannot be one of that kind” (46). Similarly, the coming of spring signals to the 
lazy woman that: “if I were any sort of a housewife...I should go downstairs and take inventories 
of things, or since...some fruits are already to be had almost for the asking, I should be putting up 
preserves” in preparation for the seasons without such bounty (48). At each moment it seems, 
there is something that could or should be done.  
  Even the lazy woman’s vacation time—i.e. her time “away from home” where “there are 
no duties” for her—feels warped by the social expectations of others (7). Indeed, as our narrator 
lies in bed surrounded by “peace and quiet, and the plaintive songs of captive flowers,” she 
anticipates the way her fellow housewives, along with her maid Fenella, will judge her for 
having failed to use her vacation time wisely (4). “What? In the metropolis and not go to see 
Thus and So?” the lazy woman imagines they will exclaim (4). Dunbar-Nelson’s lazy woman 
cannot comprehend why she would engage in such scurrying from important place to important 
place since, as she notes, she “know[s] the town all too well,” having “learned it years ago” (4). 
As a result, she has little patience for the notion that she should act the part of the intrepid tourist 
each time she returns to this place; “must I run about like a hunted thing whenever I go back?” 
she demands to know (4). The same women who will look down on her for lounging around on 
her vacation will also have expectations about the acquisitions she has made while in the city; 
specifically, they will prod the lazy woman about whether she has picked up the latest fashions 
and will let loose “wails of disappointment over [her] unreplenished wardrobe” when she 
divulges that she has not fulfilled this sartorial duty (4). There is a Mean Girls-esque cattiness to 
these imagined interactions that has the effect of making this type of social expectation seem 
fairly benign. Nevertheless, the lazy woman’s remarks on the burden of tradition,which occur a 
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bit later on in the novel, capture her serious sense of being overwhelmed by the constant stream 
of arbitrary, externally-imposed expectations that structure her daily life.  
 As much as she mocks the ridiculous ideas that her fellow females have about how the 
business of daily life should be conducted, the lazy woman clearly feels the pressure to conform 
to many of these expectations. At several instances in the novel, the narrator wrestles with the 
way that tradition transforms simple daily chores into draining, inefficient exercises. “I do not 
know why house-keeping should resolve itself into a nuisance,” she allows,  
but it does. No matter how light I try to make it, there is some tradition to live up to to 
double the work there would be if there were no traditions. It seems that one must do 
things that are no earthly use because away back in prehistoric times, ancient housewives 
did them, and they were accounted good. (14) 
 
Laying bare the kind of angst that she usually hides behind biting humor, the lazy woman 
compares herself to the birds beyond her window, who have suffered inundation by a snow storm 
because they built their nest too early. In the wake of this setback, as she watches the birds 
attempt to rebuild and draws a connection between the punishing strike of nature and her own 
struggle against social expectations. Relating to the birds, the lazy woman explains that, from her 
own experience, she “know[s] how helplessly angry they must feel to be confronted with a stone 
wall of injured custom, which says, ‘Thus, far, etc.’ ” (17). Like the birds, the lazy woman feels 
that any variation in course to suit her own desires precipitates pushback.  
 As the lazy woman astutely identifies, at the center of these expectations for domestic 
striving is an attempt to conform to custom: the yearning to continue doing something because 
“it is the right and proper thing to do” (14). Journaling about the chore of doing laundry, Dunbar-
Nelson’s protagonist questions the origins of the habit of cleaning one’s clothes and linens on a 
weekly basis. “Why do people wash clothes?” she forcefully inquires (80). “Traditions are to 
blame,” she concludes, “there is one that on Mondays everyone is to be ill-fed and hurried, and 
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all the world is bidden stand-still until the clothes are on the line” (80).138 The lazy woman also 
remains convinced that women have developed this chore for the sake of having something to 
do: “I know that a woman invented wash-day,” she writes, “for it has no reason than because” 
(80). Confessions, as this passage indicates, eschews tracing the daily expectations to the 
patriarchy. The lazy woman’s identification of women as the source of her exhaustion and 
oppressions makes sense because, in the protagonist’s experience, the expectations that so 
overwhelm her are socially reinforced by women, for the most part.139   
 The reason these expectations need social reinforcing is because they defy intrinsic 
motivation. Put differently, it is not natural to put forth effort for the sake of satisfying tradition 
and without the recognition or sense of accomplishement that less self-effacing tasks elicit. 
Certain moments in Confessions indirectly make this clear by revealing that the lazy woman has 
stamina when it comes to activities that are in the interest of this individual participant—either 
because they foreground the individual’s well-being or because they hold the promise of a sense 
of accomplishment upon completion. For example, when the lazy woman goes on a vacation to 
the mountains with her husband Ned, she is the only woman of the group and she starts to feel as 
though she has deep energy reserves on which to draw. Indeed, she remarks to herself: “I am 
afraid if I stay in these wilds much longer, I shall bid fair to lose my reputation as a lazy person” 
(70). The lazy woman recalls how her husband reacted to this display of energy: Ned “says if I 
roll up such big scores bowling, he won’t allow me to play lazy next winter, but will make me do 
house-keeping” (74). But, in this, her husband misses the point. Chores, by comparison, 
represent a misguided use of energy to which the lazy woman cannot summon her motivational 
energies. The lazy woman makes this distinction on various occasions in her diary. While railing 
against her neighbor’s diligence to chores, for instance, our narrator writes, “Who was it said that 
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if the average good house wife were at the head of national affairs and displayed the same 
energy, patience, and tact and savoir faire, Elizabeth’s name and that of Catherine of Russia 
would stand out in history no longer?” (58). Elsewhere, the lazy woman discusses the way in 
which women, in preparation for summer vacation, “spend the earlier part of the hot days sewing 
and making a lot of thin dresses, and having hot dressmakers at their houses from morn until 
night. Then they go to some seaside place for two or three weeks and work very hard showing 
off the dresses and amusing themselves” (84). At this phenomenon, the lazy woman can’t 
suppress a knowing smirk: “were they being paid a salary to do what they have to do to have fun, 
there would be a great cry of overwork” (84). The implication is clear: it takes a break in rational 
judgment to daily commit outlandish amounts of energy to these traditional upper-middle-class 
domestic duties.140  
 To add to the already tiresome situation, as a housewife, the lazy woman is pestered by 
those who would like her to donate her time to good causes in a model whereby individual 
development for women is interpreted as the woman extending her self-effacing role by 
committing time and energy to caring for society at large. The character of “the Matron of the 
Sea” proposes the idea of joining clubs to the lazy woman as a remedy to the loneliness of 
marriage. When the lazy woman explains that she has no interest in joining a club, the Matron of 
the Sea cannot believe that this is how the main character truly feels; instead, she attributes this 
preference for non-participation to spousal oppression. Our main character tries to protest and 
offers her busyness as a reason she cannot join (87). To this the Matron presses, “ ‘Time, time, 
what do you do?’ ” (88). When the lazy woman replies that she actually does nothing with her 
time, the Matron welcomes the opportunity to upbraid the woman for her lack of commitment to 
her own development: “ ‘Nothing?’ ” the Matron exclaims, “ ‘Then you are leading a lazy, 
        
	
	 202	
purposeless life, throwing away your talents and opportunities, and not improving your mind a 
bit. You should, at least, do something to improve your mind and to advance yourself’ ” (88). 
The Matron represents a part of the complex cultural reinforcement of the moral order of the 
period. In addition to doing the invisible labor of housekeeping, it was expected that respectable 
wives of the African American middle class would seek out opportunities to the less fortunate. In 
her own life, Dunbar-Nelson clearly felt the importance of fulfilling this social duty. The 
hyperbolic uninvolvement of the lazy woman in Confessions serves to emphasize an aspect of 
this cultural expectation that was under-discussed in the period, namely, the significant 
expenditure of energy involved in carrying out these volunteer projects. The assumption seemed 
to be that a sense of commitment would stem from the urgency of the historical moment and that 
selfless service would be its own reward for women. What the lazy woman’s repudiation of this 
ideal demonstrates is the way in which this expectation of service represented a continuation of 
the general approach to women as society’s self-effacing, tireless givers. For someone who 
already feels that she exists for things entirely outside herself (read: for tradition), it is doubly 
annoying to be guilt-tripped into giving more of herself. In less petulant terms, Dunbar-Nelson 
would go on to criticize the exploitative potential of the gendered expectation of selfless 
community service.141 In Gaines’s chapter on Dunbar-Nelson’s diary entries, the historian notes 
that at this later point in life the author “frequently pointed out the expectations of deferential 
self-sacrifice imposed on black women within the black community, despite their often 
considerable public accomplishments” (232).  
[b]lack women’s prescribed role within uplift was no different from what was widely 
expected of white women. If black women managed to escape their idealized sphere 
within the home as mothers and homemakers, it was often to perform unpaid and 
anonymous organizational work within male-headed institutions like churches, homes, 
hospitals, schools, and charities. (232)  
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We can view the lazy woman’s exchange with the Matron of the Sea as an early iteration of the 
author’s later, more direct critique of the role black women were expected to play in the context 
of racial uplift.  
 Confessions emphasizes, in a broader sense, the fatigue produced by the individual 
emotional labor that African American women were expected to perform, regardless of their 
affiliation with clubs or uplift activities. The specific locus for this commentary is in the section 
where the lazy woman complains about her obligation to return the calls of her neighbors. 
Initially, Ned accompanied her on these calls to acknowledge the fact that the husbands came 
along on the original visit. During the holiday season, however, Ned becomes so fed-up with 
having to pay his respects that he refuses to further participate.142 While the lazy woman’s 
immediate response to this abandonment is to pine for an escape to “the Fiji Islands” where she 
will “never wear clothes or do anything civilized as long as [she] live[s],” the reality is that she 
must just undertake this social chore herself now that her husband has bowed out indefinitely 
(19). After Ned refuses to go on these calls, he annoys his wife by vocalizing his sense that “the 
whole thing is a nuisance” and that he “does not see why [his wife] must wear [her]self out in 
returning the calls of people whom [she] do[es] not care a thing about and would not bother with 
if [she] were let alone” (18). And yet our protagonist is aware that her husband still wants the 
social capital of having someone make the calls: “he would be the first to cry out if someone 
bowed distantly to him because I had not called on the someone’s wife” (18). Her husband’s 
stance is particularly frustrating because it results in his ability to feel less responsible for his 
wife’s fatigue by viewing returning calls as not, in the strictest sense, required.  
 Dunbar-Nelson emphasizes the physical and emotional drain of a day in which the lazy 
woman returns eight calls. Upon arriving home, the main character feels depleted “for days 
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after” (19). Her husband has the nerve to call attention to her prolonged fatigue in the wake of 
this exhausting day of social interfacing for the good of his reputation: the lazy woman writes 
“[a]ll this morning, Ned has been saying to me, ‘Why so quiet and subdued?’ as if I were a 
hoyden and in the habit of tearing through the house with a whoop and a yell. I am quiet and 
subdued, because I have eight extra burdens of sorrow besides my own to carry” (19). The lazy 
woman describes the source of her exhaustion as the result of her “getting sorry for” those she 
visits with “without being able to help them” (20). Perhaps because her husband has no interest 
in hearing her elaborate on the trying nature of making these calls, the lazy woman fills the pages 
of her diary with accounts of each individual visit and the complicated nature of the sympathy 
that was required from her in each instance. All the women she goes to visit need counsel. Some 
ask for practical advice, while others run to welcome the lazy woman “with a wail” and 
“literally” collapse onto her in a needy embrace (20). Their houses are overrun by children, sick 
and well—all needy in some way. Many of the spaces the narrator enters are littered with the 
paraphernalia of the man of the home’s odd pet project. One husband, for example, has turned 
his home into “a veritable hot-house” because he was suddenly “taken” by the idea of “raising all 
kinds of plants” inside; when the lazy woman visits, he peppers her with questions about the kind 
of decorations that would be most helpful to disguise his potted plant collection (20). Another 
patriarch is on a weird art outdoor art kick. As a result, his wife has been sick in bed for days 
with pleurisy from one of their recent ventures in pursuit of beauty in the wild (21–22). Another 
one of the women the lazy woman calls on suspects her husband of having an affair while she 
was out of town. Unfortunately, the lazy woman’s sincere efforts at reassuring this individual do 
not work, which makes the interaction doubly tiresome. At the end of these descriptions, readers 
likely find themselves quite in agreement with the lazy woman about the taxing nature of this 
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social custom. When the lazy woman expresses her frustration upon return from the call 
marathon—“Now I have all these other troubles to bear in addition to the fact that it is wash-day, 
and I am expecting company to dinner”—readers may acquiesce that this is “enough to make any 
woman...subdued,” as the lazy woman puts it (20).   
 For all its wry humor, Confessions provides a compelling portrait of the exhaustion 
produced by the model of domestic self-sacrifice that was familiar to Dunbar-Nelson from her 
first marriage.143 With her frequent complaints of fatigue, the lazy woman implicitly legitimates 
a view of gendered emotional labor as work: as the effortful enterprise that tires one out and 
necessitates periodic recovery in the form of rest and relaxation. Pushing back on prevailing 
views of gendered labor as natural—i.e. as the mere manifestation of a woman’s nurturing 
instinct, the lazy woman highlights the weariness that such caring produces. In a less hyperbolic 
parallel universe—beyond the heightened world of the novel, the lazy woman’s narrative calls 
our attention to the way expectations of self-sacrifice for the collective good and notions of 
women as naturally caring and comforting combined to make it difficult for African American 
women like Dunbar-Nelson to pursue the mental and bodily recharging that they so seriously 
needed. The story also models the situation that typically results in the absence of space for self-
care, namely, a perpetual feeling of weariness that makes daily life feel altogether too much to 
handle.  
Coda 
 “Little Roads” was published in The Dunbar News in March of 1931, four years before 
Dunbar-Nelson would die of heart disease at the age of sixty. By Hull’s assessment, what is 
noteworthy about this piece is the fact that it “contains a pun on ‘Fay,’ the name of the woman 
with whom [Dunbar-Nelson] was romantically involved when she wrote [the poem] in 1930 – 
1931” (“Introduction” xlvii). In the context of this chapter’s exploration of exhaustion and a 
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yearning for self-care, “Little Roads” assumes significance beyond its alleged allusion to lesbian 
romance. In fact, this particular poem becomes a fitting bookend for my analysis of Dunbar-
Nelson’s return to the theme of quotidian fatigue and her fantasies of an escape from striving. 
“Little Roads” can be persuasively read as a personally inflected counterpart to the 1895 poem 
“The Idler.” By “personally inflected,” I mean that “Little Roads” abandons the third-person 
perspective of the earlier poem and does away with the critical distance between the speaker and 
the archetype of idleness on which she reflects. Adopting the familiar first-person plural, the 
persona of “Little Roads” opens the poem by beckoning to the reader:  
Come, let us go exploring little roads, 
Gay, tiny paths, who faltering stray away 
From the hard concrete of the main highway... (ll. 1 – 3) 
 
Gone is the moralizing defender of the idler from the 1895 poem. In “Little Roads,” it is the 
speaker herself who longs for rest, who embraces a redirection in path that will provide her with 
respite from “the main highway/That by its straight white sheen yells speed, and goads/To 
ruthless rush” (ll. 3 – 5). It is, moreover, the speaker herself whose “eager steps” walk toward the 
“green-gold day” of unburdening, when she will be able to “slip” out of her “speed-burdened 
loads” (l. 7 and l. 8). Dunbar-Nelson’s speaker expresses a deep-seated desire to follow the “little 
roads” away from the main drag. “O little wistful road,” the speaker almost sighs, “you beckon 
me/To green-arched cloisters, hung with lilting note/Of feathered freed ones” (ll. 9 –11). The 
very garb that the speaker imagines herself wearing reflects her vision of sweet idleness, she is 
not dressed for work or for parading about in polite society; instead, she appears “clad in leisured 
coat” in this place “where haste and time and grinding glare/Forgot” (l. 11 and ll. 12–13). In the 
1931 poem, the idle journeyman’s freedom from striving is replaced by the companionship 
shared by the speaker and her addressee as the two leave the highway and saunter along the 
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smaller, less-trafficked little roads with “no ultimate aim, speed-folly free” (l. 13). Perhaps, this 
poem seems to intimate, in her older age, with a clear legacy of service to fall back on and with a 
husband for whom she knew she cared for diligently, Alice Dunbar-Nelson could finally 
envision herself abandoning striving and setting off on a selfish route of her own.  
 Within extant interpretations of Dunbar-Nelson, this story of exhaustion and the fantasy 
of a kind of self-centering repose has thus far not been perceived as valuable to the scholarly 
discussion. Instead, the tendency in interpreting this author’s literary oeuvre has been to 
highlight the poems and stories that most directly provide commentary on sociocultural injustices 
and then to lament what could have been: the writing this author could have given us (as readers) 
were she able to write about, for instance, her lesbian tendencies more directly. For example, in 
her pathbreaking study Color, Sex, and Poetry (1987), Hull writes of Angelina Grimké and Alice 
Dunbar-Nelson: “if [they] could have penned their lesbian poetry unfettered by internal or 
external constrains, their corpus would have benefited” (22). Similarly, Patricia Hill Collins 
mentions Dunbar-Nelson in the introduction to her landmark theoretical work Black Feminist 
Thought (1990) in the context of this author’s occasional references to being attracted to women 
despite being duty-bound to traditional patriarchal marriage. Surveying the recent literary 
scholarship by black female intellectuals, Collins writes:  
Reclaiming Black women’s ideas also involves discovering, reinterpreting, and analyzing 
the ideas of subgroups within the larger collectivity of U.S. Black women who have been 
silenced. For example, burgeoning scholarship by and about Black lesbians reveals a 
diverse and complex history. Gloria Hull’s (1984) careful compilation of the journals of 
Black feminist intellectual Alice Dunbar-Nelson illustrates the difficulties of being 
closeted yet still making contributions to African-American social and political thought. 
(16) 
 
The above are, undeniably, important angles for approaching Dunbar-Nelson; nevertheless, to 
continue to focus solely on these angles obscures a major way in which Dunbar-Nelson’s oeuvre 
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speaks to the twenty-first century: the way this author’s body of work is relevant to present-day 
conversations about the way that race and gender intersect to produce physiological and mental 
fatigue among black women.  
 This chapter has offered a way of viewing Dunbar-Nelson’s work on idleness and 
unproductivity as part of the author’s personal reckoning with the fatigue she experienced as a 
result of the gendered and raced expectations that shaped her quotidian existence. In my reading, 
the stressors of managing a rowdy classroom and the strain of the cult of middle-class 
domesticity are united in their reflection of postbellum social expectations that African American 
women wear multiple hats, demonstrate tirelessness in the face of challenges, and put themselves 
in a position of secondary importance to the collective work of uplift—which translated into 
black women adopting a position of secondary importance to the communities they served and 
the patriarchs in their life. Of course, these expectations endure today in an evolved form that 
reflects the fact that African American women now regularly work outside the home in a variety 
of traditionally masculine occupations. What endures is the burden of care, the perceived 
obligation to put others before oneself, the hesitancy to admit fatigue, and the guilt surrounding 
taking time to restore one’s energy. Today, however, the important distinction is that the 
psychological and physiological toll that these expectations take on black women has become a 
relatively prominent talking point in cross-disciplinary discussions among African American 
women both within and outside of academia.  
 In the 1980s when Dunbar-Nelson’s work was being recovered, these discussions about 
black female exhaustion were, by contrast, less front and center. By many accounts, Michelle 
Wallace’s 1979 study Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman and Marcia Gillespie’s 
writing on the “myth of the Strong Woman” laid the groundwork for the exploration of the 
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superhuman expectations that are placed on women of color and served to set up the Strong 
Black Woman as a subject for analysis.144 And yet the scholarly world was hardly ready to 
interrogate a schema that was serving to empower African American women to achieve success 
in a white, patriarchal world. Wallace’s own monograph contains evidence of the limited nature 
of the conversation in the late seventies and early eighties. As she has since explained in a new 
introduction to Black Macho, the volume was scrubbed free of her references to multiple 
biographical events that her editors (and friends) indicated were risky imprefections to disclose 
at that moment in time. As Gabby Bess sums it up in a 2015 profile of Wallace, “In the very 
book in which Wallace argues for the right to her flaws, she was actively denied them” 
(Bess).The ambivalence that characterized this atmosphere—in which black feminists were still 
very interested in preserving a strong aura of respectability—can help to explain why Alice 
Dunbar-Nelson’s topic return to weariness was not foregrounded in first reexaminations of her 
legacy.  
 The present-day conversation surrounding the social sources of fatigue for women of 
color is a much less inhibited, rich and multi-layered one. Tiana Clark has provided an eloquent 
account of black burnout, outlining the areas where this phenomenon diverges from white 
millennial burnout, which often serves as the assumed default for discussions of this type of 
fatigue. Ijeoma Oluo, author of the bestselling So You Want to Talk about Race? (2018), has 
forcefully identified the tendency for progressive white society to treat black feminist women in 
the age of email and Twitter as veritable Alexas on all race-related matters—failing to identify as 
work the labor involved in activism, in explaining oppression and history (“We Aren’t Even 
There Yet”). Within the field of public health, Arline Geronimus’s compelling research on 
“weathering” has demonstrated the way in which chronic “social and environmental factors” act 
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on African American bodies to produce “a general health vulnerability” over the course of a 
lifetime through an epigenetic process known as DNA methylation (Demby). Recent writing by 
Dr. Inger Burnett-Zeigler, Valerie Brown, and Gina Gaines, among others, explores the 
conundrum of the way in which an over-commitment to the Strong Black Woman ideal or the 
superwoman schema, can result in negative physical and mental health outcomes for women of 
color. Wellness experts like Lauren Ash of Black Girl in Om are working to create spaces for 
self-care communities of color within a landscape where self-care has been implicitly coded as 
white and characterized by a problematic capitulation to late capitalist forces.145 Progressive 
artists have created art installations that highlight the importance of “rest and idleness” in the 
face of the documented, race-based “sleep gap” (Francois). 
 For literary critical purposes, I think these twenty-first-century discussions, should serve 
to legitimize taking a second look at black female fantasies of idleness and unproductivity such 
as those that I explored in this chapter. For all the field’s progressive aspirations, its abiding 
preoccupation with the nobility of striving encourages literary scholars to gingerly read around 
Dunbar-Nelson’s descriptions of exhaustion and burnout, therefore, making it hard for the field 
to keep pace with twenty-first century efforts to honestly analyze the Strong Black Woman ideal 
(and the superwoman schema). Listening to these important contemporary voices, however, 
literary scholars might feel compelled to return to Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s exhausted collapses 
with an increased sense of gravity.  
 The research is clear that there can be negative physical and mental consequences to the 
sort of self-sacrifice and constant overextension that characterize Strong Black Women or 
superwomen. As Dr. Burnett-Zeigler powerfully articulates it, “we cannot hold up the strength of 
black women without acknowledging the stress that comes with it. Otherwise, we set 
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unreasonable expectations for what black women should be able to endure.” I believe literary 
studies has a role to play in this and it begins with thinking about how the way we read, or what 
we choose to highlight when we read, may inadvertently help to enshrine ideas that lead to 
patterns that create suffering. As Gina Gaines and Valerie Brown have, separately, pointed out, 
the “postponement” or “deferral” of self-care in African American high achievers affects health 
outcomes in startling ways (Gaines 2). In the context of this putting off of recuperative rest—in 
the context of the documented sleep gap that contributes to daytime fatigue and tiredness among 
black bodies—what does it mean to return to the work of a postbellum African American author 
















 Earlier in my graduate career, I wrote a paper that identified a certain rhetorical 
subterfuge within Civil War-era writing on the topic of sharpshooting. Specifically, I isolated an 
invocation of supernatural powers that repeatedly appeared throughout published descriptions of 
long-range sniping. From battle reports in illustrated newspapers to dime novels like Wesley 
Bradshaw’s The Picket-Slayer (1863), references to an occult force that exceeded human abilities 
characterized coverage of this stealth form of distance marksmanship. The language of magic, I 
argued in that paper, served the purpose (intentional or subconscious) of obscuring the violence 
wrought by the introduction of sharpshooting to the domestic battlefield. Moreover, by depicting 
sharpshooting casualties as the stuff of science fiction, the authors of these descriptions could 
explore the ethical quandaries of this hotly debated military tactic without much self-reflection. I 
abandoned the sharpshooting project shortly thereafter because I found the sheer volume of 
primary material overwhelming; indeed, the project practically cried out for a dissertation all its 
own to encompass it. And yet I realize some years later that this early project usefully reflects 
aspects of my prevailing thematic interest in my field of study.   
 In terms that are inevitably oversimplified, the narrative of my research interests is 
characterized by a fascination with the methods by which human beings create provisional 
comfort amid a complex world that is full of suffering. Put differently, I am drawn to exploring 
the half-heroic-half-delusional processes by which human beings work to establish an always 
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fragile, always tentative path through the assaults of daily existence. This thematic node is prone 
to moral ambiguity, as the example of the sharpshooter project embodies. The Union 
sympathizers I studied were distancing themselves from affiliation with a form of violence that 
was widely perceived as cowardly in order to preserve their sense of the moral high ground amid 
a bloody internecine struggle. They were also, of course, participating in the sanitization of 
stealth warfare that has its twenty-first century parallel in justifications of drone warfare. On the 
one hand, I am interested in literary works that capture this psychological work of imperfect 
adjustment. Transcending period, this thematic thread ties together my previous work on Puritan 
meditative poetry about mortality (from undergrad) with work on Whitman as a passive 
bystander and unites my attention to the positive valences of objectification with my analysis of 
Plath’s’ poetic homage to natural childbirth theory.  
 My research into these less than edifying moments of accommodation within texts has 
left me with an intense curiosity about the way the search for comfort is enacted on a meta-level 
by individual practitioners of American literary studies. What I encountered when I wrote or 
spoke about the sticky subject of the human search for provisional comfort was akin to a 
collective shudder. Whitman the passive bystander paled in comparison to Whitman the 
democratic hero just as Plath the complicated participant in a deeply flawed birthing method 
paled in comparison to Plath the progressive feminist. What came through in this recoiling was 
the message that certain aspects of human life were not worthy of elevation within the critical 
conversation. Extant morally uplifting narratives were not in need of tempering, I came to 
understand, but rather preserving. Evidence of the field’s normative moral bearings perplexed me 
for at least two reasons. First of all, literary studies is a field that, like most fields in the age of 
innovation, is fond of invoking its experimental reach; therefore, such normative moral bearings 
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seemed inconsistent with this image. Second of all, as chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation show, 
present-day conversations in allied fields are attempting to provide important revisions and 
suggest modifications to less-than-fresh models for interpreting the way value and meaning are 
created in human life.  
 The fact that, within the existing frameworks of American literary studies, it seemed 
impossible to create an argument for the value in adapting preferences or accepting limits 
reinforced my sense that this concept was a magnet for self-protective energies within the field. 
At various stages of my project, contentment appeared to be the reality that must be suppressed 
in order to avoid a painful reckoning with the forces of inequality that render striving efficacious 
for some individuals and not for others. Put differently, the preservation of the narrative of the 
normative good of striving seemed necessary to ballast against the weight of forces literary 
critics cannot, in their interpretive work at least, hope to tackle. My intention with the three 
chapters that have preceded this epilogue has been to provide readers with evidence that there is 
value in reexamining (with the intent to eventually modify) our enduring allegiance to the moral 
imperative of aspirational striving; there will, of course, be much more work to be done before 
contentment is deemed worthy of being widely explored. In this spirit, I conclude with a 
discussion of a provocative piece from the Summer 2019 issue of American Literary History that 
forcefully conveys both the importance of switching things up as well as the relative difficulty of 
doing so against the grain of the moral emphases of the field.  
 Nelson opens her essay “We Have Never Been Anti-Exceptionalists” with an anecdote 
about the 2014 C19 conference, specifically, about the moment when Maurice Lee delivered 
some shocking data on the extent of nineteenth-century Americanist’s abiding commitment to a 
core handful of canonical authors.146 In Nelson’s summary of the panel presentation, Lee’s 
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findings communicated a clear message: “After everything—canon-busting and rediscovery, new 
historicism, feminism, postcolonialism, antiracism, scholar-activism—it’s still, by and large, F. 
O. Matthiessen’s Fabulous Five: Emerson, Whitman, Melville, Thoreau, and Hawthorne” (e1). 
147 The crux of Nelson’s argument is that the field’s demonstrated “attachment to canonical all-
knowing authors is...indexical”; namely, that the fact that we return to the same heavy-hitters is 
“the ‘tell’ on the larger insolvency of [the field’s] anti-exceptionalist project” (e10). This is a 
bold claim because of its potential to embarrass and outrage. After all, as Nelson explains, 
American literary studies has arguably hung its hat on its anti-exceptionalist energies since the 
1980s, when a generation of young scholars, awakened by “cultural theory,” first recognized and 
then disowned “the exceptionalism associated with the Cold War-era founders of American 
studies” (e3). Since that moment anti-exceptionalist themes have dominated American literary 
studies. It is now commonplace for scholars to invoke, for example, “colonial and national 
powers mobilizing shady deals and actions behind lofty pretenses, the Framers conspiring to 
deprive underclasses of citizenships and right,” or to extol the work of select “noble actors 
laboring to make reparative justice out of injustices” (e3).148 For Nelson, the relatively stable 
rotation of major authors in C19 studies is indicative of a more basic continuity between past and 
present in the field: a form of exceptionalism that endures in “anti-exceptionalist critique” (e5). 
As she persuasively articulates at the argumentative center of her piece, “we’ve failed at 
displacing exceptionalism”; indeed, “[w]e haven’t eliminated exceptionalism so much as we 
have been claiming it for our own project” (e10). The problem with this persistence of 
exceptionalism is not scholarly hypocrisy; rather, it is that the field has remained, in Nelson’s 
estimation, “as uncritically self-righteous, fanciful, and even undemocratic as the one [literary 
scholars of the 1980s and 1990s] aimed rightfully to debunk” (e11). As occurs in many a parable, 
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the mentee overtakes their mentor only to become a version of their trainer’s flaws and 
limitations, reincarnate.  
 While my dissertation does not concern itself directly with American exceptionalism or 
its opposite, Nelson’s discussion of the late twentieth-century refashioning of exceptionalist 
moral authority in progressive garb provides useful background for my own commentary on the 
field’s rather rigid normative morality regarding aspirational striving. Nelson claims that an 
understandable desire for a stable form of “ ‘moral clarity’ ” has informed the field’s attachment 
to (exceptionalist) anti-exceptionalism in the field (e5). A similar natural desire to easily 
distinguish between right and wrong—between victim and oppressor—could be seen operating 
in the field’s unimaginative response to dispays of contentment and repudiations of effortful 
striving. The fear and worry surrounding settling and adaptive preferences, that is, likely stem 
from a desire to hold on to an obvious moral schema at the expense of a more expansive notion 
of individual agency. Nelson uses social scientific research on confirmation bias in political 
thought to argue for a more self-critical approach to the practice of American literary studies that 
may, in turn, produce a more complicated and realistic understanding of the way power and 
agency function in American society (e7–e8).149 My goal in this dissertation has been to surface 
a strong bias against contentment not for the purposes of shaming scholars but in an attempt to 
start to eek out a more complex—if less morally self-assured—approach to interpreting human 
preferences in the context of literary criticism.  
 Indeed, my project fits into the directions for future work that Nelson proposes to temper 
the lack of self-reflection and humility that has characterized anti-exceptionalist critique in the 
field for the last three decades. The direction for future scholarship, Nelson contends, should be 
one that embraces “a more granular notion of power and agency, a humbler form of critique, 
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something that might encourage our appreciation of flawed intentions, unintended results, little 
advances, and people’s inevitably compromised ideals and aims” (e14). To gesture toward the 
kind of vision that this ‘humbler form of critique’ might offer, Nelson invokes Rita Felski’s 
notion of a life after the hermeneutics of suspicion, an intellectual environment in which “ ‘the 
halo effect of critique, its radiant promise of political as well as intellectual legitimacy’ ” is 
relinquished for the benefit of the field (qtd. in Nelson e15). I have certainly encountered what 
Nelson describes as the conundrum of the nearly hegemonic stance of modern day anti-
exceptionalism criticism. Nelson acknowledges that “even those interested in different critical 
scales and stakes pay critical obeisance to the dicta of anti-exceptionalism and worry both 
publicly and privately that their studies will seem insignificant (and prove professionally 
disadvantageous) for their apparent disconnect from the field” (e11). Despite my interest in a 
career outside of academia, I have sometimes worried that the vehemence of defenses of striving 
in intellectual culture writ large will make it difficult for me to justify my dissertation topic in an 
open access environment where massive labors of love can be downloaded with a quick double-
click.  
 Although I am not in the business of prognostication, I think it reasonable to conjecture 
that a future version of American literaty studies that cultivated an ‘appreciation of flawed 
intentions, unintended results, little advances, and people’s inevitably compromised ideals and 
aims’ would be a criticial ecosystem in which contentment could one day thrive as a literary 
critical concept. Abandoning the moral clarity that is afforded to the beloved notion of 
meritocratic ascent (that if you work hard you will go far in America), we may find a more 
balanced notion of striving that looks more like real life: a tableau in which aspiration is 
tempered with settling, compromise, and occasional exhausted surrender. Society will, I imagine, 
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continue to give the field the kind of encouragement it needs to see the vitality in this form of 
imperfect satisfication just as it will continue to provide proofs of the work that is being done by 




1The 1907 edition of Webster’s International Dictionary of the English Language, which is a 
volume that is a revised combination of the 1864, 1879, and 1884, similarly describes the 
adjective “content” as “contained within limits; hence, having the desires limited by that which 
one has; not dispose to repine or grumble; satisfied; contented; at rest” (312). The noun “content” 
is defined as “rest or quietness of the mind in one’s present condition; freedom from discontent; 
satisfication; contentment; moderate happiness” also “acquiescence without examination” (def. 1 
and def. 2, respectively).   
 
2See, for instance, David Malouf’s collection of essays entitled The Happy Life: The Search for 
Contentment in the Modern World (2011).  
 
3While greed and avarice certainly exist alongside ambition in many cases, as we will see, in its 
earliest American context, ambition was much more strongly tied to the pursuit of social 
visibility and development of inner potential regardless of the monetary payoff involved. 
	
4Contentment as an internally modulated, present-focused state of being is captured in an entry in 
Crabb’s English Synonymes from the early nineteenth-century, where the author, British legal 
scholar George Crabb, writes, “Contentment is a permanent and habitual state of mind; it is the 
restriction of all our thoughts, views, and desires within the compass of present possessions and 
enjoyment: satisfaction is a partial and turbulent state of the feelings, which awakens rather than 
deadens desires. Contentment is suited to our present condition; it accommodates itself to the 
vicissitudes of human life” (261).  
 
5In such an argument, as Michael Rosen puts it, “societies” are depicted as “systems that produce 
the kind of consciousness that prevents the members of a society from behaving as their interests 
would otherwise dictate” (1). 
	
6See Calhoun’s Doing Valuable Time (2018), pp. 146 – 147. 
	
7As Calhoun notes in her treatment of contentment in Doing Valuable Time (2018), 
“[e]ighteenth-century Christian moralists criticized the discontented for failing to use a 
sufficiently temporally enlarged [expectation] frame,” (159, emphasis in original). After all, 
while present suffering might feel unbearable, the thinking was that if one adopted “a temporally 
enlarged perspective that includes earthly and eternal heavenly life,” then one had to consider the 
present suffering as a small blip in the path toward divine bliss in the afterlife (159).  
	
8The two accounts can easily be reconciled if one accepts that the founding fathers of Casey 
King’s account wanted ambition to be a positive thing in theory only—to prevent them from 
attacks that reduced their revolutionary project to a dangerously self-serving power trip—without 
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desiring to encourage ambition in the population at large, as the early national elite did in 
response to economic and political exigencies.  
 
9Both Opal and King, that is to say, depict the revaluation of ambition as occurring because of an 
intentional philosophical campaign. Such an account differs from the popular notion that 
ambition became positive in American culture as a result of impersonal, structural changes such 
as the rise of industrial power and the spread of consumer capitalism. 
	
10In his monograph Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics and Culture in the Twentieth 
Century (1996), Kevin Gaines offers a thoughtful meditation on the pressures that attended the 
courageous central figures of racial uplift during the early twentieth-century. Gaines uses, as one 
example, the diary entries of Alice Dunbar-Nelson to expose what he argues are the constrictions 
of the Harlem Renaissance-era program of racial uplift whereby African American intellectuals 
like Dunbar-Nelson felt the pressure to represent the best of their race and therefore were forced 
to repress many facets of their life that were in contradiction to the New Negro ideals (209-233). 
	
11Wai Chee Dimock discusses late nineteenth century efforts to limit liability for the suffering of 
the masses in her analysis of The Rise of Silas Lapham "The Economy of Pain: the Case of 
Howells" was published in the Raritan (1990). 
	
12“A Contented Man” appeared in the Kansas paper The Emporia Daily Gazette as well as the 
Yankee Blade. 
	
13Unable to access the university’s wealth of databases during the Spring 2019 term, when I 
decided not to enroll in dissertation credit hours due to the prohibitive cost of doing so, I did not 
get the chance to further explore the archive to see if there was, for instance, a prose counterpart 
to this mini-genre of the contentment poem. Having access only to the Atlanta Journal 
Constitution during the aforementioned semester, I can say I stumbled upon a handful of 
humorous prose pieces that seemed to wrestle with the need for and impossibility of contentment 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For example, a 1919 fictional piece entitled 
“Where Lives Contentment?: A Hunt for It Along the Curb,” features a millionaire’s wife who 
goes searching for a romanticized version of contentment among the street vendors in her city 
only to find such a feeling almost entirely elusive.   
	
14See, for example, Gavin Jones’s Failure and the American Writer: A Literary History (2014) 
or David M. Ball’s False Starts: The Rhetoric of Failure and the Making of American 
Modernism (2015) on the topical significance of failure.  
	
15Anne Cunningham’s article “ ‘Get on or Get Out [sic]’: Failure and Negative Femininity in 
Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark,” which appears in a 2013 issue of Modern Fiction Studies, is 
more theoretically-inflected; indeed, Cunningham cites Halberstam’s The Queer Art early on. 
Cunningham argues that for Rhys’s fictional characters failure represents “a critique of 
patriarchal femininity” here to “founder” is to engage in “a form of nondirect activism” that 
while socially isolating for the characters in question is depicted as admirable in the way it 
challenges “socially prescribed codes” (374-375). 
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16In her post about Cruel Optimisim on the site Rorotoko, Berlant writes that “[p]eople have 
called the book the affective register of the 99%: and I think there is something to that.” 
	
17Glazener writes, “Hirschman’s genealogy of interest-thinking, together with studies by 
Amartya Sen and Pierre Force, trace the onset of a process by which the category of self-interest 
gained inordinate cultural authority in spite of its slipperiness and tendentiousness, both of which 
were widely recognized when interesting-thinking was new” (“Benjamin Franklin and the Limits 
of Secular Civil Society” 213). 
	
18One might also think of something like Elisa Cohn’s Still Life (2015), which stakes its claim of 
novelty on the idea that it is exploring something outside of the realm of the bildungsroman 
trajectory of progressive individual development. And yet Cohn ultimately embeds the trance 
states and reveries that she explores within the typical teleological pursuits of individual 
development.   
	
19Here, I would like to stress that I do not see anything wrong with the emphases of these studies 
by Pryse or Fleissner; instead, my point in citing them here is to show that there has yet to be 
work that reads contentment “straight,” so to speak. The approach to contentment that my project 
will take is, therefore, not intended to invalidate that taken by other scholars but rather to supply 
an additional, equally valid way to read this state of being as it is portrayed in literature. 
	
20This observation should not discount the influence of Open Secrets on my project. As will 
likely be evident from my chapter summaries (particularly the description of chapter 1), I think 
François has made an immense contribution to the exploration of states like contentment and my 
goal with this dissertation project is to extend and modify rather than take major issue with her 
tour de force work. 
	
21In fact, various interests in society frequently attempt to increase the number of people who opt 
out of continued striving. To use an example that is close to home, various influential figures in 
higher education began community colleges at the end of the nineteenth-century precisely to 
counter the prevailing cultural wisdom that students should pursue degrees at four-year colleges 
to become better, more upwardly mobile, versions of themselves. This process is chronicled in 
Steven Brint and Jerome Karabel’s classic study The Diverted Dream: Community Colleges and 
the Promise of Educational Opportunity in America, 1900-1985 (1989). 
	
22Unfortunately, Milo’s book has a release date of June 19th, 2019, so it will not be able to serve 
as a substantive resource for this dissertation.  
 
23Calhoun writes that “there is a substantial portion of that bias” that can be traced to a cultural 
environment in which relentless interpersonal comparison and competitive consumption prime 
individuals to feel as though there is more to be desired at all times (164).  
	
24With her focus on temporality and her dismissal of agent-independent frameworks, Calhoun 
distinguishes her study from, for example, Susan Wolf’s 2010 treatise entitled Meaning in Life 
and Why It Matters (20). While Wolf insists on a hybrid model for meaning creation, in which 
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the ideal arrangement entails subjective attachment to objectively worthwhile pursuits, Calhoun 
suggests that there is something problematically limiting in accounts of meaningfulness that tie 
meaning to the narrow category of what is objectively commendable or impressive. In Calhoun’s 
estimation, this account—which is the prevailing one, it should be noted—lacks the reach that an 
account of meaningfulness in human lives should have. 
	
25See, for example, my discussion of Chopin’s “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” in the chapter 
summaries section of this prospectus. My interpretative approach in this and other readings for 
the project mirrors the “naïve” hermeneutics of anti-depth methods like surface reading in its 
attention to key elements of character development that are not necessarily superficial but are 
more aptly described as hidden in plain sight. 
	
26For all the vehemence of its detractors, my own inclination has been to forgive Limits its 
undisciplined overindulgence in exclamation points as well as the priority it gives to polemic 
verve (often at the expense of providing the proofs necessary for a water-tight argument). In my 
case, this readerly generosity comes relatively easily because Felski’s book resonates deeply 
with my own young scholarly perceptions of a perspectival narrowing in the field. 
	
27The 1969 study by Austin Briggs, entitled The Novels of Harold Frederic, provides the most 
detailed overview of the publication and reception history of The Damnation.  
 
28For a spellbinding account of Mabie’s status as a cultural middleman, see Amy Blair’s Reading 
Up: Middle-Class Readers and the Culture of Success in the Early Twentieth-Century United 
States (2011).  
 
29For information of the influence that The Damnation had on Lewis, see p. 122 of Briggs. 
Dreiser’s review was published in 1932, see Myers p. xii.  
 
30Haines takes particular aim at V. L. Parrington: the author argues that Parrington “wantonly 
imposed his own schematism” on Frederic’s work in order to render them precursors to the kind 
of critique or rural life that would distinguish “greater names, like Garland or Norris” (3 and 5). 
Haines dissertation musters interviews and primary source research to demonstrate that Frederic, 
while ambitious and striving for mobility, did not come from the kind of rural poverty or 
backwoods ignorance that scholars like Parrington chose to attribute to him. Parrington set the 
tone for scholarly interpretation of Frederic when he rather baselessly asserted that “Frederic fled 
in despair from a farm life somehow blighted by capitalism and that his novels vent his disgust 
with the whole texture of rural society” (3). Haines modulates this tone by showing how Utica 
was a culturally savvy and thriving village or town and Frederic’s writing bears little evidence of 
actual quibbles with farm life and shows more interest in the sociology and psychology of the 
progress of the period, see pp. 61–70.  
	
31Scholarly editions of Frederic’s The Marketplace, The Damnation of Theron Ware, and Gloria 
Mundi were released in 1981, 1985, and 1987, respectively (Myers xiv).  
	
32Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (1985).  
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33In providing her defense of “stereotyped characters and sensational, formulaic plots,” 
Tompkins pushes back on the forces that have shaped critical elevation of certain nineteenth 
century authors (e.g. that of Hawthorne) over others (e.g. Harriet Beecher Stowe) and writes her 
book as a place to “set aside modernist demands—for psychological complexity, moral 
ambiguity, epistemological sophistication,” etc. (xvii).  
 
34Luedtke sees Theron’s loss of his sense of humor as further indication of his corruption and 
debauchery, but Theron’s laughter was not a character trait that was even present in his early life 
of striving for social mobility—rather his ability to have fun in this way was an outlier that 
characterized his early period of courtship with his new bride. Indeed, Frederic writes that 
“Theron, indeed, might be said never to have laughed before” and admits that “it had occurred to 
none to suspect in him a latent funny side” presumably because he was so dedicated to his 
pursuits (17).  
 
35Theron does admit that this benefactor, Mr. Beekman, did “hint” at the prospect of a career 
change with the young minister, inquiring innocently enough “whether, looking it all over, 
[Theron] didn’t think it would be better for him to study law, with the view to sliding out of the 
ministry when a good chance offered” (22).   
	
36Such an account differs from the popular notion that ambition became positive in American 
culture as a result of impersonal, structural changes such as the rise of industrial power and the 
spread of consumer capitalism.  
 
37See Opal, p. 80 for an exploration of the pangs of loss experienced by parents of this generation 
of young men—despite the fact that these parents recognized their son’s decision to leave the 
family farm as the right one. 
 
38Opal is careful to distinguish this kind of comparative distinction among peers from more 
ruthless openly competitive environments. Indeed, at one point he notes that “we should pause 
and resist the temptation to align early national supporters of emulation with the amoral 
exponents of ‘survival of the fittest’ who gained power later in the nineteenth century” (117). He 
goes on to explain that “In the new republic, after all, emulation did not imagine or anticipate, 
much less encourage a grim struggle between social groups. Nor did it abide what one man 
called ‘an unhallowed and envious ambition’ ” (117).  
 
39Prior to the disciplinary intimacy that Richard Broadhead argues took hold in the 1840s and 
1850s, the academy system forgoes corporal punishment. Instances of punishment are rare; bad 
behavior runs its course for the most part unmarked in an environment where the prevailing 
understanding is that the cream will rise to the top once this desire for broader positive regard is 
engendered in the student population.  
 
40Perhaps an indicator of how much the academy culture had infiltrated the other educational 
institutions of Frederic’s hometown, Utica, Haines notes that although it was common 
knowledge that “boys destined for the professions were sent on to the Academy...most of 
Harold’s friends, even the sons of well-to-do parents, intended for architects or engineers or 
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business men, began their apprenticeships at once” and therefore passed on the academy 
education (14-15). 
	
41Frederic was given the titular role in the play from which the recitations were derived, 
demonstrating his ability to distinguish himself as a promising talent in high school. He was 
“The Coming Man, Fing Wing” in The Coming Man or Present Woman (Haines 14).  
 
42Trachtenberg shows how the myth of individual self-determination persisted in the Gilded Age 
in various forms, e.g. in the characterizations of business tycoons as exemplary characters who 
worked hard and lived right and therefore reaped their “just rewards” (81).   
	
43Hilkey devotes the second chapter of her monograph to describing the background of success 
writers, see “Success Manual Authors and Their World” pp. 55-73.  
	
44See, for example, The Damnation, 17.	
	
45As the OED explains, ‘the grab-bag’ is a “a bag containing various articles, into which one may 
dip on payment of a certain sum” (“grab-bag,” def. 1). 
 
46The transhistorical nature of this concept of the domestic or the familial as a refuge from status 
is evident, for example, in the work of contemporary philosopher Alain de Botton, whose Status 
Anxiety references a similar desire to find in the household a kind of replacement for the 
unconditional regard lavished upon infants, noting that “only as we mature does affection begin 
to depend on achievement: being polite, succeeding at school and later, acquiring rank and 
prestige. Such efforts may attract the interest of others, bu the underlying emotional craving is 
not so much to dazzle because of our deeds as to recapture the tenor of the bountiful, 
indiscriminate petting we received in return for arranging wooden bricks on the kitchen floor, for 
having a soft plump body and wide trusting eyes” (77).  
 
47A similar scene, in which Alice’s body registers the grind of domestic life, occurs much earlier 
on in the novel. In this instance, Theron’s wife—who is described exerting herself over some 
dishes with “her sleeves rolled to the elbow”—has her husband welcome the Methodist trustees 
into their home because she is “ ‘unfit to be seen’ ” after her morning of housework (Frederic 14 
and 22).  
	
48To a certain extent, Frederic’s novel unwittingly presages later sociological concern with the 
results of an ambitious society, as in the 1930s, “anthropologists, psychiatrists, educators, and 
others became worried about the consequences of pervasive competitiveness” (Turner 2) In this 
instance, the concern was not so much frayed nerves and exhausted subjects (as was the case in 
earlier medical accounts of neurasthenia and nervousness); rather, there was first and foremost a 
social or collective toll being assessed as researchers voiced new concerns about the 
“interpersonal hostility and uncertain self-esteem” that seemed to be the “by-products” of a 
society characterized by endless ambition (2, emphasis mine). Turner’s work is entitled The 
Social Context of Ambition (1964). In the prefatory matter to the presentation of his social 
science research findings, he cites two studies from the 1937: The Neurotic Personality of Our 
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Time by Karen Horney and Cooperation and Competition among Primitive Societies by 
Margaret Mead.  
	
49This is to say that Persis is no longer desperate for proof that she has chosen correctly: Mrs. 
Lapham no longer feels the youthful anxiety surrounding whether her marrying a man below her 
station will prove the right decision in the long-run).  
 
50The rest of this passage seems relevant to the extent that it emphasizes the emotional certainty 
(and, indeed, sincerity) of Mrs. Lapham’s response to the relocation. The remainder of the 
passage reads: “This thing and that is embittered to us, so that we may be willing to relinquish it; 
the world, life itself, is embittered to most of us, so that we are glad to have done with them at 
last; and this home was haunted with such memories to each of those who abandoned it that to go 
was less exile than escape” (325).  
	
51The whole passage reads, “There were times when Mrs. Lapham had as great pride in the 
cleanhandedness with which Lapham had come out as he had himself, but her satisfaction was 
not so constant. At those times, knowing the temptations he had resisted, she thought him the 
nobles and grandest of men; but no woman could endure to live in the same house with a perfect 
hero, and there were other times when she reminded him that if he had kept his word to her about 
speculating in stocks, and had looked after the insurance of his property half as carefully as he 
had looked after a couple of worthless women who had no earthly claim on him, they would not 
be where they were now. He humbly admitted it all, and left her to think of Rogers herself. She 
did not faild to do so, and the thought did not fail to restore him to her tenderness again” (334).  
	
52Further distinguishing Hurstwood from Theron is the fact that the former character, like 
Lapham, has been recognized for the fruits of his inner potential at one point in his life; 
therefore, Dreiser’s suicidal male lead is not, like Theron, involved in a process of constant 
deferral of personal value.  
 
53The details of the suicide scene are described in a manner that endows them with a ritualistic 
quality. Dreiser writes, “Hurstwood laid down his fifteen cents and crept off with weary steps to 
his allotted room. It was a dingy affair—wooden, dusty, hard. A small gas-jet furnished 
sufficient light for so rueful a corner. ‘Hm!’ he said, clearing his throat and locking the door. 
Now he began leisurely to take off his clothes, but stopped first with his coat, and tucked it along 
the crack under the door. His vest he arranged in the same place. His old wet, cracked hat he laid 
softly upon the table. Then he pulled off his shoes and lay down. It seemed as if he thought a 
while, for now he arose and turned the gas out, standing calmly in the blackness, hidden from 
view. After a few moments in which he reviewed nothing, but merely hesitated, he turned the gas 
on again, but applied no match. Even then he stood there, hidden wholly in the kindness which is 
night, while the uprising fumes filled the room. When the odour reached his nostrils, he quit his 
attitude and fumbled for the bed” (396).  
 
54It should be noted that Theron is from humble origins whereas Vandover is what we would 
now call downwardly mobile; nevertheless, I think their shared commitment to visions of 
professional grandeur are valid. 
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55It is in response to Ida’s death by suicide, that the narrator drops into Vandover’s head to 
remark that “one could get accustomed to almost anything; it was only in the books that people 
had their lives ruined; and to brood over such things was unnatural and morbid” (48). Later on in 
the novel, Vandover gets “accustomed to” his father’s death, having “again rearranged himself to 
suit the new environment which [the loss] had occasioned” (63). Of course, as Vandover’s 
condition really deteriorates, readers look on as he gets used to the nervous attacks that reduce 
him to all fours: Norris writes that “At first [Vandover] had intended to see a doctor, but he had 
put off carrying his intention into effect until he had grown accustomed to the whole matter” 
(108).  
	
56Following the leads of Thrailkill and Carrie Bramen, this chapter insists upon taking Theron’s 
embodied pleasures and less-than rational penchants seriously.  
 
57Unnerved at first by the lack of dinnertime conversation, Theron is informed by his host that 
“Dr. Ledsmar and he customarily ate their meals almost without a word” (66). 
 
58Although, as we will see, most critics vehemently disagree with this assertion.   
 
59Given the fact that Theron expresses a deep interest in “those people down the hall” just a 
moment later in his conversation with Dr. Ledsmar it seems likely that this contrasting situation 
is at least on his mind as he processes his complex response to being collected.  
 
60Lee Clark Mitchell is correct to call our attention to the way Isabel resembles not the heroine of 
a novel but a “pictorial impression”—a portrait in the words of the novel’s title. It should be 
noted that I don’t necessarily agree with the degree of innovation that Mitchell attributes to 
James’s creation of Isabel Archer. For Mitchell the novel communicates the way “we create each 
other as well as ourselves through an objectifying gaze that transforms portraits into plots,” but I 
think those two categories are not mutually exclusive: we often attribute narrative arcs to 
portraits (98).  
	
61As we read some chapters later in the novel, “The desire to succeed greatly—in something or 
other—had been the dream of [Osmond’s] youth; but as the years went on, the conditions 
attached to success became so various and repulsive that the idea of making an effort gradually 
lost its charm. It was not dead, however; it only slept; it revived after he had made the 
acquaintance of Isabel Archer. Osmond had felt that any enterprise in which the chance of 
failure was at all considerable would never have an attraction for him; to fail would have been 
unspeakably odious, would have left an ineffaceable stain upon his life. Success was to seem in 
advance definitely certain—certain, that is, on this one condition, that the effort should be an 
agreeable one to make. That of exciting an interest on the part of Isabel Archer corresponded to 
this description” (281, emphasis mine).  
 
62Speaking of the way the novel eschews moral categories, Mitchell writes “All that is left is 
simple preference as a standard of evaluation since rules of assessment and ethical categories no 
longer seem to apply” (106).  
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63At this point, Theron does not know Celia by name; he merely intuits from her attire that she is 
“a person of a different class” and that she is in some way important because “since her arrival 
[in the MacEvoy home]…the chattering of the others had entirely ceased” (41). Celia calls 
playful attention to the fact that Theron doesn’t know who she is but he instantly recognizes 
Father Forbes: “ ‘Of course you knew him by name’,” she remarks, “ ‘but my poor inferior sex 
has to be introduced’,” which she proceeds to do for herself (45). 
 
64The relationship that develops between these two hews closer to what Jackson Lears describes 
as Theron’s “child-like urge for maternal domination” (197). 
 
65The term “offer” endows anonymous urban violence with a transactional logic that runs 
contrary to common experience. An ‘offer’ can be refused, however, the same cannot typically 
be said about robbery or assault.  
 
66Think Dana Seitler’s work on atavism on the one hand and then Andrew Lyndon Knighton’s 
book Idle Threats: Men and the Limits of Productivity in Nineteenth Century America (2012) on 
the other.  
	
67Of course these staples of humanistic criticism have recently been challenged in important 
ways, for example, in work by Anne-Lise François, Elisa Cohn, and Hannah Walser, to name 
just a few. These counterhegemonic methodological interventions will be discussed in detail in 
the concluding section of this chapter.  
 
68Michelson asserts that “the novel dramatizes changes underway...regarding what it means to 
think, to hold opinions, and to reconcile such opinions with identity” (55).  
	
69More specifically, Perrin references Bertolt Brecht’s concept of the “ ‘trance’ ” state of 
“aesthetic susceptibility” and asserts that “Like later works employing Brecht’s 
Verfremdungseffekt or variations on it, Theron Ware is engaged in strategically deploying 
aesthetic effects while at the same time critiquing them, with the aim of utilizing aesthetic 
pleasure to foster critical caution” in a way that resembles “what today’s scholars have referred 
to as the concept of a ‘critical aesthetics’ ” (34). Because Frederic’s prose encourages readers to, 
initially at least, identify with Theron, Perrin asserts that we become more acutely aware of the 
way the young minister’s various notions of beauty are dangerously founded in irrational 
feelings rather than reasoning or experience-based sensation. 
 
70François attributes this ‘normative bias’ to two historical developments: the rise of capitalism 
and the Enlightenment commitment to a sense of “unbounded progress” through the application 
of human reason (xvi). 
	
71Perrin likewise remarks that the novel’s “ending, which Theron interprets as his rehabilitation, 
is deeply ironic, revealing the novel as the story of its hero’s progress to nowhere, an anti-
Bildungsroman” and then scornfully marvels at the way in which Theron’s “series of repeated 
defects fails to provide” even the “ ‘enrichment of the spirit’ ” that Paul de Man argued 
characterized the Bildung (44).  
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72In discussing the authorial treatment of authority figures in the novel, Oehlschlaeger writes, 
“Frederic systematically discredits every authority figure in the novel—the Methodist trustees, 
Father Forbes, Dr. Ledsmar, Celia, Sister Soulsby, and even Jeremiah Madden—while 
simultaneously revealing Theron’s own search for authority” (239). I am certainly in agreement 
with Oehlschlaeger’s point that none of these characters possesses the novelist’s unequivocal 
endorsement; nevertheless, I take issue with the scholar’s notion that, to have effect, authority 
must be centralized in a single person or (in the case of ‘the Methodist trustees’) a small group of 
people.  
  
73I use ‘strangers’ with precision here; after all, the way that laudable ambition functioned was 
that people you know divine some inner potential and then encourage the individual to spend 
their lifetime attempting to extricate it and provide proofs of it to this society of strangers. 
	
74Representative of commentary on this scene is Tom Perrin’s assertion that the scene registers 
the tragic loss of Theron’s “moral compass,” an interpretation that is built upon Perrin’s 
observation that “Theron’s final resolution to become a celebrated political speaker” stems “not 
out of any kind of ethical public interest, but solely from a desire for fame” (44). Such readings 
dangerously assume that Theron is a character whose primary motive in life is to attain some 
abstracted, idealized standard of human selflessness; nowhere in Frederic’s texts are readers 
impressed with a sense that ‘a moral compass’  is the coveted desideratum for this character.  
	
75At the same time, though, as was the case with Frederic’s novel to a certain degree, the works 
of literature in which these choices are made offer considerable support for settling and adopting 
a principle of sufficiency. 
	
76To a certain degree this builds on the work of Anne-Lise François, whose Open Secrets I 
referenced in this chapter; however, I welcome the opportunity that the second chapter will 
afford me to elaborate on the key ways in which my analysis differs both in methodology and in 
payoff from that of François.  
	
77Many thanks to Rae X. Yan for this insight!  
 
78While not a concern for this chapter, it seems important to state that different agendas have 
different ways of interpreting women’s choices; e.g. a non-female-oriented agenda might harp on 
how such choices serve the interests of any children involved.  
 
79I cite texts published in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century because that is the 
period with which my dissertation is concerned; nevertheless, contented settling by female 
characters is hardly a temporally bounded phenomenon. Indeed, the claims made in this chapter, 
while historically inflected, do not constitute an argument about the historical specificity of this 
type of contentment.  
 
80This short, first-person narrative follows Jane through a typical day in her life as a homemaker. 
The story charts the push and pull of two conflicting elements that vie for control of Jane’s 
thoughts over the course of her waking hours: she is given to overly insistent exaltations about 
the joys of homemaking interspersed with intrusive expressions of longing for a more 
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stimulating existence. For example, at one point in the story Jane reflects “Of course if one 
could, I’d like as well as anyone to be in those great live currents of thought and action. Jeannie 
and I were full of it in school. How long ago it seems. But I never thought then of being so 
happy” (70, emphasis in original).   
	
81See pp. 53-61 for a window into the the passive aggressive power struggle between Irene and 
Brian Redfield, her husband.  
	
82The propensity to regard female settling as problematic is amplified when a significant 
historical distance separates literary texts and their interpreters, as is the case with the postbellum 
texts I treat in this chapter. 
	
83It is beyond the scope of this paper to provide a precise genealogy of the Capabilities 
Approach. For readers interested in this, I would refer them to the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy entry on “The Capability Approach.” Suffice it to say that this approach, when first 
pioneered, was famous for the degree to which it bucked a trend in human development policy of 
exclusive reliance on GDP and economic vitality; see p. ix in Nussbaum’s Creating Capabilities.   
	
84In so doing, these scholars honed in on a widely-acknowledged weakness of subjective 
accounts of well-being: “Those who defend subjective accounts of well-being, on which a 
person’s life goes better for her to the extent that her preferences are satisfied, often qualify that 
account so that it does not include malformed or adaptive preferences (that is, preferences 
formed in non-autonomous ways, or humble preferences tailored to stifling circumstances), the 
satisfaction of which does not seem to contribute to well-being” (Olsaretti 1). 
	
85Here, “suspect” reflects the fact that adaptive preferences trigger suspicion about the 
motivations for certain impulses that seem to go against the self-interest of the individual in 
question.  
	
86In certain instances, the contributions from the social philosophical archive represent a genuine 
paradigm shift for literary scholarship, as we shall see in the defense of settling that I touch on 
later in this section. At other junctures, however, the revelations of the interdisciplinary work are 
relatively intuitive. In such cases, the benefit of engaging with this allied field inheres is that 
doing so provides literary scholars with systematic analysis of an important epistemic crisis and a 
forceful enumeration of the stakes of interpreting the preferences of others.  
 
87In this chapter, the argument is not dependent on the existence of reams of secondary criticism 
(as it was in the first section); here, I am merely speaking to the absence of criticism that deals 
with a certain kind of preference in a non-suspicious (i.e. neutral or affirmative) manner.  
 
88This is true even though recent work by Hannah Walser and other cognitive theorists explores 
the idea of mindblindness and unmotivated decision making such as in the case of Bartleby the 
Scrivener. See also the work of Lisa Zunshine and Blakey Vermeule.  
	
89Where the former is concerned, Terlazzo rightfully notes that “[e]ven seriously considering and 
aspiring to unavailable alternatives can be deeply frustrating, and it is often unclear ex ante 
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whether my efforts would, in fact, be enough to make a course of action successful. When I am 
surrounded by hostile circumstances, I may save myself significant frustration if I underestimate 
my chances that my life could be different and therefore resign myself to the life that I have” 
(“Conceptualizing” 221).  
	
90The quote used in the title of this subsection comes from a diary entry published in 1894, the 
same year as Bayou Folk. In this entry, Chopin, who has been a widow for almost twelve years, 
reflects on her life without a spouse and her identity as a writer. “ ‘If it were possible for my 
husband and my mother to come back to earth’,” she muses, “ I feel that I would unhesitatingly 
give up every thing that has come into my life since they left it and join my existence again with 
theirs. To do that, I would have to forget the past ten years of my growth – my real growth. But I 
would take back a little wisdom with me; it would be the spirit of a perfect acquiescence’ ” (qtd. 
in Toth 16).  
	
91The story was published in Vogue magazine in 1894 under the title “The Dream of an Hour” 
and was subsequently reprinted under the title “The Story of an Hour” in 1895 in the periodical 
St. Louis Life.  
 
92An important distinction between the case of Louise Mallard and that of Madame Célestin is 
that the former character dies suddenly of a heart attack at the story’s close; therefore, to a 
certain extent her alternate fate of being free from her husband comes to fruition. By comparison, 
readers of “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” likely envision a long future for Madame in the period 
following her decision to acquiesce to current circumstances by settling for her unreliable 
husband instead of pursuing a divorce. 
 
93“Madame Célestin’s Divorce” was published in 1894 in the collection Bayou Folk. In the same 
year, the story was published in the periodical Current Literature under the title “Madame 
Célestin’s Divorce: A Lawyer’s Courtship.” Unless otherwise indicated, the page numbers I 
provide correspond to the Bayou Folk edition, as it has been digitized in DocSouth. Later on in 
this chapter I speak to the version of the short story that appears in Current Literature.  
 
94Chopin’s narrator sets up one structure of naming for Paxton’s character—referring to him as 
“Lawyer Paxton” throughout. Madame, on the other hand, frequently refers to Paxton as 
“Judge.” There is no textual evidence to explain whether or not Paxton does in fact hold a 
judicial position; therefore, it is difficult to determine whether Madame’s malapropoism is 
meaningful.  
	
95This term is central to Fleissner’s study Women, Compulsion, Modernity: The Moment of 
American Naturalism (2004), see p. x for Fleissner’s initial introduction to the concept.  
 
96Where Chopin’s short story is concerned: the gendered differences are obvious, the religious 
differences are implied in the content of the conversation, and the class-based differences are 
signaled through Madame’s dialect.  
 
97While the constraints of scope do not permit me to go into detail on this point, I think there is 
also an argument to be made that Madame, when it comes to financial matters, Madame is 
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empowered by her husband’s failure as much as she is hurt by it. Indeed, at the time readers are 
introduced to her character, Madame has achieved a meager financial self-sufficiency. She is 
able to conduct financial transactions because her spouse is so far away that he cannot regulate or 
readily confiscate her earnings. Additionally, even upon his return, her ability to generate income 
might be seen as a bargaining tool for Madame given her spouse’s reputations for finding it 
difficult to hold down a job. Given Chopin’s nuanced take on widowdom elsewhere, it seems 
plausible that she would see the subtle glimmer of power present amid Madame’s female 
subsistence.  
 
98A significant number of the short stories in Kate Chopin’s collection Bayou Folk (1894) follow 
this pattern; see, for example, “In Sabine” and “A Visit to Avoyelles.”  
	
99Watteau, as a blurb from the Met’s Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History indicates, became well-
known for “paintings featur[ing] figures in aristocratic and theatrical dress in lush imaginary 
landscapes.” A new term was coined to describe Watteau’s preferred subject matter: fêtes 
galantes. The name paid homage to the showy nature of the encounters that Watteau depicted, in 
which “groups of elegantly attired men and women, most often placed in a parkland setting and 
engaged in decorously amorous play,” as the National Gallery’s online glossary entry on “Fête 
Galante” indicates. This information helps us to see how Chopin’s allusion to Watteau casts a 
playful light on Madame’s daily routine and her interactions with Paxton. Like the women in 
Watteau’s oeuvre, Madame’s flirtation is a fun game and not the desperate act of a woman in 
need of rescuing.  
 
100“Empressement,” translated from the French, means “enthusiasm, effusiveness; animated 
display of friendliness” (“empressement,” def. 1)  
 
101Though the two versions of the short story are, for the most part, the same, the Bayou Folk 
version contains additional material that can be grouped into two main categories—that of local 
references that pinpoint the ensuing action within a specific New Orleans location and these 
narrative asides that reveal a bit of the intricacies of Paxton’s mental state. Because a 
comparative analysis of the editions of this story is not the focus of this chapter, I’ve decided to 
relegate this fact to the footnotes; future scholarly work might be done toward the end of trying 
to determine whether space constraints or more sociopolitical influences are the primary reason 
for these discrepancies across editions.  
	
102These asides are an example of the triple-nesting of mental states that Lisa Zunshine has made 
central to her argument about the “sociocognitive complexity” of literary texts; see Zunshine’s 
PMLA piece “The Secret Life of Fiction” (2015). 	
	
103The subtitle appended to the Current Literature version of the short story, “Madame 
Célestin’s Divorce: A Lawyer’s Courtship,” certainly makes it clear that Paxton is far from an 
uninterested Good Samaritan. Interestingly, however, that version effaces much of the explicit 
commentary on Paxton’s emotional state.  
	
104See the monograph Riotous Flesh: Women, Physiology, and the Solitary Vice in Nineteenth-
Century America (2015) by April Haynes.  
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105Because Chopin elects to start the story after Madame’s husband has left, readers never see the 
spouses interacting; therefore, knowledge about the quality of the marriage is derived from what 
Madame shares with Paxton in their daily conversations.  
	
106In their moderating effect on established theory, recent contributions to the social 
philosophical work resemble the troubling of rational choice theories in economics by cognitive 
psychologists interested in understanding the messy nature of real-world financial decisions and 
attitudes.  
	
107Here, we might note the difference between this account of the comfort of settling to the 
notion of habit that is pragmatic and efficient with respect to William James.  
 
108Indeed, Terlazzo defends paternalism toward the end of ensuring that children and teenagers 
have a wide range of commitments from which to choose. For example, she notes that parents 
have the clear philosophical right to “prevent [children and teenagers] from actions that seem 
clearly to make many likely valuable future courses of action inaccessible” (“Autonomy and 
Settling” 321). “Such actions,” Terlazzo continues “may include prohibitions on using cigarettes 
or alcohol or other drugs that will affect their future health or the ways in which their young 
bodies develop, as well as prohibitions on sexual relationships with adults that are likely to lead 
to lasting emotional distress” (321-322).  
	
109Cheshire Calhoun makes the case that there is no absolute necessity for such long-term 
commitments but rather there is a social expectation for coherent identity that encourages a “life 
trajectory” characterized by “a narrative unity in virtue of...being centered around enduring 
commitments” (Calhoun 627).  
	
110Even Lomeda Montgomery’s revisionist reading of May Bartram—in which May is depicted 
as the cruel and manipulative member of this famous duo—replicates the gist of this dominant 
account. After all, a life devoted to haunting or exacting revenge on another human being does 
not immediately conjure up images of individual flourishing but, instead, ties all of May’s 
motivation back to Marcher yet again. See Montgomery, “The Lady is the Tiger: Looking at 
May Bartram in ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ from the ‘Other Side’” in the collection The Finer 
Thread, the Tighter Weave: Essays on the Short Fiction of Henry James (2001).  
 
111This is a term that is constantly being relitigated; see the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
entry on “Aristotle’s Ethics” for a brief introduction to the ongoing debate.	
	
112Nussbaum offers clarifying descriptions for each of the ten capabilities, I will not bother my 
reader with those in the body of this text; instead, I will merely refer them to Sex and Social 
Justice, pp. 40-42.  
	
113A slightly different repudiation of Nussbaum’s list-based argument for flourishing can be 
found in Rosa Terlazzo’s 2014 article “The Perfectionism of Nussbaum’s Adaptive Preferences,” 
where Terlazzo argues that Nussbaum’s list-based model fails to grant individuals “secondary 
recognition respect: it fails to consider the interest that dissenting individuals have in being 
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recognizes as moral agents who are authorities of their own good, and whose conception of the 
good should accordingly be taken seriously at least within, and perhaps beyond, the boundaries 
of their own lives” (188, emphasis in original). Essentially, Terlazzo argues that “Since 
Nussbaum’s list aims to capture what the most ‘central features of our common humanity are,’ it 
effectively says to those who disagree with it that they do not appropriately appreciate what it is 
that makes their lives human” (188).  
  
114Petty is using the term “ambivalent” as it is used in the work of Judith Butler’s Bodies that 
Matter (1993). Specifically, Petty relies on Butler’s explanation of the way that “our entry into 
the social order is predicated on our interpellation: we internalize the expectations and desires of 
our gender to a certain extent, and yet, we simultaneously resist the confinement and loss of 
possibilities attendant to our situational identity. This internal instability can lead to the 
subversion of the dominant order; we perform the social role expected of us, but we do so 
imperfectly, in a way that shows that the ideal version of this role is unattainable, and in many 
ways, undesirable” (Petty 245-246).  
 
115As Leslie Petty sensibly observes, “Whether she is conscious of a wish to remain in this limbo 
state or not, she does, in fact, perpetuate it with her request, indicating a desire on some level to 
do so”; without offering readers with much explanation, that is, James has signaled that “May 
prefers to go on as she does with Marcher” (25). 
	
116Favorites includes “I Sit and Sew” and the poem “April is on Its Way”—which deals with the 
violence of lynching—as well as some of her later, more assertive journalism in the column 
“Une Femme Dit.” More recent work continues this trend. For instance, a pair of poems is 
situated by the trio of guest editors in a five-page archival section toward the end of the 2016 
Legacy special issue. The two poems—“Harlem John Henry Views the Armada” and “I am an 
American”—are politically engaged in a direct manner that is rare for Dunbar-Nelson’s verse; 
the latter of these poems is not even original to Dunbar-Nelson but is, rather, her modification of 
an extant poem by Elias Lieberman. See Adams et al. “Writing Black Modernism: Two Poems 
by Alice Dunbar-Nelson,” pp. 392–397. 
	
117As I will discuss in the section of this chapter that treats Confessions, Hull is incorrect to 
assert that the idleness of the lazy woman requires effort. While extricating herself from the 
social expectation of striving requires negotiation of ideological forces and pressures, there is 
actually no effort involved in relinquishing all the gendered striving that is imposed upon her.  
 
118This seems pertinent to the subject matter of this chapter because one of the issues with 
assuming Dunbar-Nelson to be consistent is that this results in an inability to fathom her repeated 
engagement with idleness and unproductivity in light of the active way she lived her life. 
	
119For the most part, I insist on using the author’s appellation at the time of her death (Dunbar-
Nelson) to refer to her throughout this chapter—not least because this is how she is reffered to in 
the bulk of the critical literature. The exception is in Section III of this chapter, where I use 




120Tiana Clark coins the term “black burnout” in her piece for BuzzFeed News entitled “This Is  
What Black Burnout Feels Like” (2019). 	
	
121See Eleanor Alexander’s Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow, p. 48.  
 
122Alice’s mother gave the name Patsy Moore—perhaps after Alice’s absent father—when she 
gave birth to her younger daughter in New Orleans in 1875, Those wanting a detailed 
explanation of the mystery of Patsy’s marital status and her occupation at the time she moved to 
New Orleans need look no further than Eleanor Alexander’s Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow, pp. 
53–57.  
	
123Harley targets African American women educators in the District of Columbia because that is 
the region from which she gets her archival information and statistics, but she provides several 
indications that this view of teaching had a wider reach in postbellum America, writ large. She 
notes; see, for example, p. 256.		
	
124The term was coined by psychologist Christina Maslach in the 1990s.  
	
125One hypothesis as to why gender roles became so important to uplift’s project of reform is that 
in a period when “disenfranchisement and Jim Crow contaminat[ed] the public sphere” to such 
an extreme degree, “black reformers focused on those private areas perceived to be within their 
control, namely, the domestic realm” (Gaines 78). 
	
126In the year that Dunbar-Nelson published the volume Violets there was an uproar at The 
Women’s Era, the journal for which she freelanced, when a Missouri editor wrote a crude letter 
to one of his British counterparts decrying the work of anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells and 
describing all black women as prostitutes and criminals. We can imagine, then, that this concern 
with threats against black female respectability may have been on the author’s mind at the time 
she was compiling her first published collection. 
	
127While this kind of exchange of aspirations for a relationship might seem outlandish to twenty-
first-century readers, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, then Alice Ruth Moore, wrote to her beaux Paul 
Laurence Dunbar in 1898 with the following similar sentiment: “Whatever ambition I may have 
had for myself, I have lost in you. To stand by your side, urging, helping, strengthening, 
encouraging you is now my prayer. To be an inspiration to you, a comforter, a real helpmate, this 
is what I want” (36). For a discussion of this letter, see Hull’s Color, Sex, & Poetry, p. 48. 
 
128Although I quote extensively from “The Idler” in the reading that follows, I provide the poem 
here in full—as a convenience to my readers:  
 
An idle lingerer on the wayside’s road,  
He gathers up his work and yawns away;  
A little longer, ere the tiresome load 
Shall be reduced to ashes or to clay.  
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No matter if the world has marched  
 along,  
 And scorned his slowness as it quickly  
  passed; 
 No matter, if amid the busy throng,  
 He greets some face, infantile at the last.  
  
 His mission? Well, there is but one,  
 And if it is as mission he knows it nay,  
 To be a happy idler, to lounge and sun,  
 And reaming, pass his long-drawn days  
  away.  
 
 So dreams he on, his happy life to pass 
 Content, without ambitions [sic] painful sighs,  
 Until the sands run down into the glass;  
 He smiles—content—unmoved and  
  and [sic] dies   
 
 And yet, with all the pity that you feel 
 For this poor mothling of that flame, the 
  world;  
 Are you that better for your desperate  
  deal,  
 When you, like him, into infinitude are  
  hurled? 
 
129See, for example, “A Common Plaint” and “In Unconsciousness.” 	
	
130In an even more obvious sense, the idler possesses the privilege of being able to wander the 
streets after work at a time when single black women could have no part in the flâneur’s lifestyle. 
There were obvious safety concerns, since these women were vulnerable to male predators but 
there was also a moral image problem—as people assumed that black women living alone in the 
city were corrupted by their distance from the patriarchal hearth. In fact, as Dunbar-Nelson was 
writing this volume, DuBois was beginning to generate data for his study in which he isolated 
single black women living in an urban environment as a social pathology. In just a few years, her 
first husband would chide her for the potential “impropriety” of venturing into New York City 
outside of his care. Letters exchanged between the author and her husband Paul Laurence 
Dunbar—and quoted in Eleanor Alexander’s Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow (2001)— reveal 
that Dunbar wrote: “ ‘I shall not complain about you being in New York, although I do not like 
it. It is a dangerous place. But I know, darling, that you will do me no injustices, and yourself no 
dishonor’ ” (124). The implication is, of course, that there is something inherently sexually 




131Here, I am thinking—by comparison—of Alexandra Bergson’s dream of being carried in 
Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! (1913).  
	
132As Alexander stresses in her biography of this marriage, although “Alice and Paul’s 
personalities made their betrothal unique,” theirs “was not an atypical engagement” for the 
period: “During the premarriage period, the woman’s life changed radically while her partner’s 
did not. She was expected to abandon career ambitions and begin to assume a wife’s decreed 
position of subservience” (145). 
	
133For a discussion of this dynamic, see Hull, Color, Sex, & Poetry p. 48. 
 
134In his dissertation, Metclaf notes that “internal evidence would seem to suggest that it was 
written in the period from March to June 1901, when Paul and Alice were back in Washington, 
D.C.: Alice mentions writing two poems, one of which is “A Common Plaint” (766). 
	
135As the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics explains, “Romanticism embraced 
inspiration as a dominant mode” (“Inspiration” 709). This model for literary creation stressed 
spontaneous access to “inspiration as a rising within the poet, ignited by an external force in a 
figure similar to the Aeolian harp” (709).  
 
136At the time Dunbar-Nelson writes this letter she is teaching full time in New Orleans and 
attempting to tackle the following litany of writing projects: “an occasional article for the Age, an 
occasional sketch for myself, some very vile French translation, and letters, that’s all” (Metcalf 
93).   
	
137See the reference to inauguration on p. 30.  
 
138Always a mélange of frustration and humor, the lazy woman proposes that laundry is a worn-
out tradition that more advanced cultures have already done away with. She cites a specious 
factoid about “the Japanese,” who she claims “have progressed to the point where they destroy 
their handkerchiefs and napkins after use” before stating that incinerating “clothing and house 
linen when no longer clean” would be a welcome way to conserve “energy, temper, and soap” 
not to mention being “more hygienic [sic] than our present method” (80). 
	
139This is a reference to one moment in which the lazy woman becomes uncharacteristically 
worked up in response to her neighbor who makes her model of housewifery look very 
lackadaisical by comparison. “I don’t know my neighbor, and I am afraid I never shall,” the lazy 
woman declares, “but I have a deep and intense dislike for her born of a distrust of her sanity” 
(58). The source of these negative feelings is simple: the main character has “planned an hour of 
rest and reading and repose” only “to raise [her] eyes and see [her neighbor] directing in person 
the scrubbing of her front porch for the third or fourth time that week” (58). “It gives me a 
feeling of vague unrest to see a woman so disagreeably busy in such trivial things,” the lazy 
woman explains (58). 
	
140Even the more modern paradigm of marriage, which Dunbar-Nelson previews in this story 
through the lazy woman’s recollection of a conversation with her husband’s young law student, 
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preserves wifely subservience and emotional labor while reducing the centrality of chores. The 
law student, who—it turns out—has designs on the lazy woman’s chief maid Fenella, expresses 
“an abhorrence of house-keeping” but only because he believes it detracts from the more 
important emotional labor required of a wife: housekeeping “leaves [a woman] no room for the 
high thoughts necessary for her to be her husband’s helpmeet” (53).  
	
141See Jacqueline Emery’s article entitled “Writing to Belong: Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s 
Newspaper Columns in the African American Press,” p. 310.  
	
142The lazy woman recounts how he threw a fit about this obligation on the way home from a 
particularly laborious visit with a display of “fuss[ing]” and “growl[ing]” that sounds fitting for a 
toddler’s temper tantrum (19). Indeed, Ned issues the following ultimatum “if [the men] want to 
see me,” he suggests, “they should just run in, come up in the library, and smoke and have a 
quiet time with [him]”) (19). 
	
143In her 1974 dissertation on Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Ruby Williams discusses Confessions as an 
“autobiographical” work (151–152).  
	
144See Valerie Brown, “The 'Strong Black Superwoman' Syndrome” and Gina Gaines, pp. 12–13.  
	
145These critiques are commonly acknowledged, see Aisha Harris, “A History of Self-Care” and 
“Life-Hacks of the Poor and Aimless” by Laurie Penny.   
	
146Lee was presenting the results of an informal survey he conducted using the C19 listserv and 
the data was based on the authors represented on the syllabuses that respondents sent in (e1).  
	
147“We Have Never Been Anti-Exceptionalists” was published as an open-access, online only 
preface to the Summer 2019 issue of American Literary History; to denote this the journal’s 
website has appended the letter “e” to the pagination it provides for Nelson’s piece.  
	
148Implicit in Nelson’s argument is a claim about the intersection of the canon debates in literary 
studies and the reinvention of American studies after the advent of cultural theory, but it does not 
necessarily make sense for the scope of this epilogue to outline that in more detail. See p. e3 for 
additional information.  
 
149Nelson is of the opinion that the way the field interprets power and agency can have an 
externally reinforcing effect on the structure of US hegemony.	It is from this position that she 
asks “What if American studies’ anti-exceptionalist discourse actually helps keep US 
exceptionalism more hegemonic?” (e11). And it is from this position that she proposes that we 
may be missing out on understanding of what really is. “What if” Nelson asks “the sociopolitical 
field of the US is more differentiated, variegated, and complex than we are in the habit of seeing, 
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